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1. Introduction

Umalusi, the Quality Council for General and Further Education and Training, is mandated by
the General and Further Education Quality Assurance Act No. 58 of 2001, as amended, to quality assure
assessments at all exit points of all qualifications within the General and Further Education and
Training Qualifications Sub-framework (GFETQSF). One such exit point qualification is the
National Senior Certificate (NSC), which serves as an access qualification for various post-
schooling opportunities. The NSC is assessed by three assessment bodies, namely the
Department of Basic Education (DBE), the South African Comprehensive Assessment Institute
(SACAI), and the Independent Examinations Board (IEB).

Umalusi fulfils the mandate for quality assurance of assessments by setting assessment standards.
In the case of the NSC, the assessment standards are prescribed by the National Curriculum and

-93- 40th AEAA Conference Proceedings, 2024


mailto:Mbalenhle.Ngema@umalusi.org.za
https://doi.org/10.38140/obp2-2024-07
https://protect.checkpoint.com/v2/___http:/www.errcd.com/___.YzJlOnVuaXNhbW9iaWxlOmM6bzo4MDMxY2M2MmVmZDA4ZWY3YzcxNWU3NzlmYTUyMjZiNzo2OmM4ZWI6NTdmYmU5NzI5ZGJkOThiOGFlODEwMjdkZTgxMmQ3NmMzNzYwYTlhN2E0NmY3ZTE3YjVjNGZlMzM4MmUzZDNhNDpwOlQ
https://protect.checkpoint.com/v2/___https:/creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/___.YzJlOnVuaXNhbW9iaWxlOmM6bzo4MDMxY2M2MmVmZDA4ZWY3YzcxNWU3NzlmYTUyMjZiNzo2OjkwYzU6ZTg1OGI5Yjg4Mzc1Yzc3NmRkMzM1Yzg2NGYxOTUzODY4NDNlNzdiN2M5MjAzMzc4ZmU1OWE5ZmYwZDFiNGM5MzpwOlQ
https://orcid.org/0009-0009-8692-6157

Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS), and the examination guidelines provide clarity on the

content depth and scope to be assessed.

Various researchers, such as Pawade et al. (2020), Ismail et al. (2020), Raymond and Grande
(2019), AlFallay (2017), Mathur et al. (2021), Obilor and Miwari (2022), Osebhohiemen (2019),
and Aziz (2021), define examination guidelines differently, but they all emphasise the importance
of these guidelines in ensuring that exam question papers align with curriculum and assessment
standards.

In South African Basic Education, the purpose of the examination guidelines is to guide
examiners on the setting of the NSC examinations and to guide teachers in preparing learners
for the examinations. Furthermore, the examination guidelines are used by moderators and
Umalusi to establish the compliance of examination papers with the prescribed assessed
curricula. Therefore, examination guidelines must provide clear information, and their
development should be guided by a standardised framework.

Currently, each of the three assessment bodies is responsible for developing its own examination
guidelines. These assessment bodies were inherited by Umalusi and had already established
systems in place, each using its own framework for developing examination guidelines. As a
result, there was no common framework to guide the development of the NSC examination
guidelines across the assessment bodies. This absence of a common framework led to
assessment bodies including different components in their examination guidelines. This
variation of components raised concerns about the maintenance of NSC assessment standards
over time, as inconsistent examination guidelines could undermine the credibility of the NSC.
Since examination guidelines are used for the setting and moderation of NSC examination
question papers, any potential compromise in their quality could negatively impact the integrity
of the NSC.

The absence of a standardized framework necessitated a redefinition of Umalusi's standards,
informed by empirical evidence. In its efforts to redefine the quality assurance of assessments,
Umalusi has conducted several research studies to evaluate the extent to which the assessment
bodies were meeting the required standards and maintaining them over time. In 2017, a study
titled "A Comparison of the NSC Subject Assessment Guidelines" examined the comparability
of examination guidelines across assessment bodies. Additionally, annual Post Exam Analysis
(PEA) projects in 2021 and 2022 evaluated these guidelines further. These studies found
inconsistencies in the components of NSC examination guidelines among assessment bodies.
This challenge was persistent and long-standing, and addressing it required the undertaking of
additional research. This necessitated Umalusi to investigate essential components needed in
examination guidelines for the NSC subjects. The research aimed to create a standardized
framework providing adequate guidance for developing examination question papers. The focus
was on the NSC qualification because it provides access to various post-school opportunities in
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the GFETQSF. Additionally, due to public interest in NSC results and examination standards,
it is essential to ensure these standards are maintained.

This study aimed to develop a framework potentially applicable to other qualifications within
and beyond the Umalusi sub-framework. It also sought to contribute to quality assurance
debates and literature on assessed curricula, emphasising the role of standardized frameworks in
aligning exams with established standards, particularly in the South African context.

1.1 Problem statement

Examination guidelines are among the documents used to prescribe the assessment standards
for the NSC. The role of these guidelines includes guiding examiners in setting NSC
examinations and assisting teachers in preparing learners for these examinations. Moreover, they
are used by moderators and Umalusi to ensure that examination papers align with the prescribed
curriculum and assessment standards. Since the NSC is examined by three assessment bodies,
each developing its own guidelines, the examination guidelines must be comparable across these
bodies. However, research conducted by Umalusi, including the Umalusi Comparison of the
NSC Subject Assessment Guidelines project and the Post Exam Analysis projects in 2021 and
2022, revealed notable differences in the components of the NSC examination guidelines across
various subjects and assessment bodies. This is due to the fact that each assessment body
currently develops its own examination guidelines based on its own framework, resulting from
the absence of a common framework. This challenge has been inherited by Umalusi, which took
over already established assessment bodies. The lack of a standardized framework compromises
the comparability of assessment standards over time, potentially undermining the credibility of
the NSC. To address this challenge, there is a need to develop a standardized framework to
guide the development of these guidelines. This framework would ensure that the NSC
examination guidelines include all essential components, providing examiners, moderators, and
teachers with the necessary clarity and information for effective assessment practices.
Furthermore, the framework would ensure comparability of standards across assessment bodies,
thereby leading to the maintenance of standards over time and ensuring the credibility of the

NSC.
1.2. Research purpose

e To identify components that are essential for the development of a framework to guide
the development of the NSC examination guidelines.

1.3. Research question

e What are the essential components necessary for developing a framework to guide the
creation of the NSC Examination Guidelines?

2. Literature Review

Examinations aim to accurately measure the acquisition of desired knowledge and skills; they
serve as effective assessment tools when thoughtfully designed (Rudolph et al., 2019).
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Consequently, developing an examination necessitates a comprehensive consideration of both
subject matter content and the targeted behaviour (Osebhohiemen, 2019). Furthermore, the
development of an examination includes providing a marking guide with clear scoring guidance
to promote consistency in the scoring of items on an examination (American Educational
Research Association [AERA], et al., 2014).

Rudolph et al. (2019) underscore the importance of meticulous planning in developing well-
structured examinations. This planning phase involves creating an examination question paper
guided by a distinct document known by various names worldwide, such as test blueprints, test
plans, tables of specifications, or test specifications. In the context of the South African
GEFTQSF, the document is commonly referred to as examination guidelines. Throughout this
study, the term "examination guidelines" will encompass these diverse aforementioned terms.

Various scholarly sources provide nuanced definitions of examination guidelines, shedding light
on their multifaceted nature and indispensable role in ensuring assessment practices aligned with
prescribed assessment and curriculum standards. According to Pawade et al. (2020), examination
guidelines are intricately designed comprehensive roadmaps that meticulously incorporate and
harmonise all dimensions of the curriculum, encompassing diverse domains and their

contributions to the examination process.

Likewise, Ismail et al. (2020) liken guidelines to navigational tools, ensuring the inclusion of all
curriculum components, thereby guaranteeing the thoroughness of assessment. Raymond and
Grande (2019) assert that examination guidelines delineate the essential attributes of a test,
offering a clear framework for its design. Expanding on this, AlFallay (2017) highlights that
guidelines not only define the overarching structure and orientation of the test but also furnish

precise specifications for each task type to be included.

Mathur et al. (2021) conceptualise examination guidelines as the creation of a template that
establishes the test's content, specifying the number and types of questions across the course
content while assigning relative weight to each topic in accordance with learning objectives.
These guidelines furnish a systematic, multi-step approach to assessment by outlining the
purpose, scope, content, and method of evaluation. In line with these perspectives, Obilor and
Miwari (2022) outline four pivotal steps in test blueprint development: determining instructional

objectives, content areas, item types, and preparing a three-way chart or table of specifications.

Concurring with these notions, AlFallay (2017) emphasises that examination guidelines serve the
dual purpose of defining the test's overall structure and the specifics of individual task types.
This comprehensive nature contributes to the creation of valid, reliable, and fair examinations.
This sentiment is further supported by Osebhohiemen (2019), who emphasises that examination
guidelines function as empirical tools, ensuring assessments adhere to educational objectives,
thus fostering the development of valid examinations.
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Aziz (2021) echoes these sentiments, underscoring the role of examination guidelines in aligning
objectives with examinations, effectively allocating marks for each question, and appropriately
distributing weight across different aspects. According to Abdellatif (2023), Berman et al. (2020),
and Fain et al. (2019), mark allocation, time allocation, topic significance, and cognitive
complexity are essential in examination guidelines to prevent the over-representation or under-
representation of content in examination question papers. In essence, the range of definitions
offered by various authors collectively emphasises the pivotal role of examination guidelines as
a tool for strategic planning and the development of valid examination question papers.
However, their development should be approached with a critical perspective, acknowledging

the need for adequate details for those involved in the development of examinations.
3. Conceptual Framework

The NSC examination is a standardized high-stakes examination that is also categorised as an
achievement test, as it is used to make a decision on candidates’ competency in relation to the
NSC qualification. According to Mamolo (2021), high-stakes examinations must prioritise
validity. Therefore, this study was framed on the concept of validity, specifically examination
validity. Examination validity means the exam is officially accepted and credible (Astuti, 2020).
This means that an examination must be valid before trusting its results (Khan, 2019). In other
words, an examination should test the skills and content outlined in the curriculum. If it
measures unrelated things, it is as ineffective as using a tape measure to measure the weight of a
person. Ray et al. (2018) argue that for exams to be valid, they should ensure that the measured
learning objectives are a representative measure of the curriculum and are aligned with the stated
objectives. Literature identifies varied forms of validity; this study focused on content and

construct validity.

Content validity refers to how well an examination aligns with the material taught (Alemayehu
et al., 2021). A fundamental requirement is that the examination must accurately reflect the
covered content, ensuring thoroughness and inclusivity across the subject area (Alemayehu et
al., 2021). Content validity is how well an examination measures its intended target and whether
its items represent the entire domain it aims to assess (Adiyaa et al., 2022). It delineates a test's
ability to capture a representative sample of subject matter, content, skills, and behavioural
transformations under consideration (Astuti, 2020). This conception extends to the degree to
which assessment elements align with and embody the intended construct for a specific
assessment purpose, embodying relevance and representativeness (Yusoff, 2019). Moreover,
content validity encapsulates the alignment of items with the curriculum and objectives, the
adequacy of item representation for the intended objectives, the measurement of cognitive
levels, and the appropriateness of item difficulty for testing purposes (Sireci & Benitez, 2023).
This study drew on the aforementioned scholats' definitions of content validity.
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In assessment, the construct is the specific attribute or domain targeted by the examination,
excluding unintended attributes (Adiyaa et al., 2022). It is imperative that this construct is
measured at an appropriate level of difficulty for the learners (Adiyaa et al.,, 2022). This
understanding aligns with the delineation that construct signifies the knowledge and skill domain
assessed in an educational test or a personal attribute gauged in a psychological test (Sireci &
Benitez, 2023). Al Lawati (2023) emphasises the importance of outlining item types and
providing instructions on how each item type should be assessed to enable accurate assessment
of skills. This study considered definitions provided by Adiyaa et al. (2022) and Sireci and Benitez
(2023) to define construct validity.

Considering content validity in this study ensured that essential details for the NSC examination
guideline development covered all necessary content, guiding the creation of exam papers
comprehensively. Emphasising content validity was crucial to prevent exams from deviating
from their intended scope and compromising validity.

Similarly, construct validity guided the alignment of question paper development with theoretical
constructs of NSC subjects. It ensured that essential details identified would lead to exam
guidelines that align with the curriculum in cognitive weighting and skills assessment. Construct
validity was crucial here, as neglecting it could compromise exam validity.

4. Materials and Methods

This study adopted a pragmatic research paradigm, following Maarouf's (2019) definition, which
identifies three distinct forms of pragmatism. Firstly, functional pragmatism focuses on
knowledge for action, wherein the purpose of knowledge is to enhance action and generate
practical outcomes. Secondly, referential pragmatism emphasises knowledge about action,
viewing the world through an action-oriented lens. Lastly, methodological pragmatism
underscores knowledge through action, suggesting that knowledge is constructed or acquired
through active engagement with the world.

Although pragmatism is often linked to mixed methods, Kaushik and Walsh (2019) emphasise
that for pragmatists, the most appropriate method is the one that most effectively produces the
desired outcomes of the inquiry, whether through a single method, multiple methods, or a
combination thereof. Adopting a pragmatic approach was, therefore, well-suited to this research,
as it informed the research design with a focus on practicality and contextual relevance. Priority
was given to practicality and usefulness to optimise the effectiveness and efficiency of
examination guidelines. Contextual relevance ensured alignment with the South African Basic
Education goals. The principle of continuous improvement supported ongoing reflection and
refinement, incorporating feedback from stakeholders, experts, and practical outcomes.

Thus, a qualitative methodological approach was chosen based on the pragmatic paradigm. The
qualitative method offered flexibility in data collection and analysis, facilitating rich data
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collection by enabling observation and identification of unforeseen issues that were not initially
considered or included in the inception stage of the study (Mwita, 2022). Despite the subjectivity
inherent in qualitative research, this study mitigated it through an analytical framework

developed from academic literature obtained via a systematic literature review approach.

Document analysis served as the primary research method, offering non-obtrusive data
collection (Vurayai, 2020). Purposive sampling was employed to select the countries from which
examination guidelines would be sourced. Additionally, it was utilised to identify the subjects on
which the framework would undergo piloting. Purposive sampling was chosen for its ability to
precisely target sources providing pertinent information to address the research question and
achieve objectives (Campbell et al., 2020).

Therefore, three international countries outside Africa and three African countries were selected
as a sample. The inclusion criteria for countries were the examination of school leaving
qualifications and the accessibility of documents. The sampled countries were Swaziland,
Botswana, Namibia, Australia, the United Kingdom, and Singapore. The United Kingdom,
Australia, and Singapore were chosen for their highly developed education systems, high
enrolment rates, and strong academic outcomes. Furthermore, Botswana, Namibia, and
Swaziland were selected because their examinations have been quality assured by Cambridge
International Examinations. Four subjects were chosen, with the inclusion criteria that the
subjects should have been part of the 2023 PEA, with one subject selected per organising field.
The chosen subjects were English First Additional Language (FAL), Accounting, Geography,
and Mathematics. The DBE NSC examination guidelines were used for piloting, as the DBE is
regarded as the minimum standard for assessment bodies examining the NSC.

The data collection technique was document analysis; examination guidelines for the sampled
subjects were retrieved directly from the examination council websites of the purposively
sampled countries. The steps of document analysis, as described by Morgan (2022), which
include determining the sample and type of documents, collecting the documents, establishing
authenticity, credibility, and representativeness, and conducting the analysis, were followed to

conduct the study.

A literature review on the development of examination guidelines was also used as a data
collection method. A literature review was conducted to understand what academic literature
considers to be the components of examination guidelines. Various electronic databases were
used, and the literature studied represented various educational disciplines in different fields
such as education and medical education. The review focused on literature published between
2017 and 2023. The literature review on the development of examination guidelines served as a
data collection method and was guided by the research question of this study.

Various electronic databases, such as ERIC, Google Scholar, JSTOR, and SABINET, were used.
The keywords employed included "examination guidelines," "assessment guidelines,"
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"examination specification," "examination blueprint," "test blueprint," "test specification,"
"developing question papers," "developing examination guidelines," and "developing test
items." These keywords were used separately to ensure the acquisition of as many academic
articles as possible. Publications, including grey literature, were selected based on their relevance
to the research objectives. The title and abstract of 23,200 publications were screened. The
applied filter consisted of articles published from 2017 to 2023 in the field of education to obtain
more pertinent information. This resulted in 746 articles, of which 721 full publications were
reviewed to remove duplicates and ensure they met the eligibility criteria. The exclusion criteria
for academic articles included those not discussing components of examination guidelines in the

body of literature. Thus, a total of 24 studies were selected for analysis.

Framework analysis, as described by Goldsmith (2021), was applied to analyse the data obtained
from academic literature. The study began with a literature review to identify key themes for an
analytical framework, resulting in five main themes and thirty subthemes. These themes were
then used to analyse the examination guidelines from selected countries, and new themes that
emerged during the analysis were also considered. Finally, common themes and subthemes
informed the development of a Framework for the development of examination guidelines for
NSC subjects. The Framework for the development of examination guidelines for NSC subjects
was piloted using four subjects. A pilot study, as outlined by Lowe (2019), is crucial for testing
methods earmarked for a larger study. The purpose of the pilot was to strengthen the framework.

The pilot study was conducted by a panel of four subject experts, comprising a provincial
Deputy Chief Education Specialist or a curriculum expert from a tertiary institution, who also
served as the team leader, along with one experienced Grade 12 teacher. The panel was provided
with the 2023 examination question papers, including their marking memoranda, recent NSC
examination guidelines for the evaluated subject, the curriculum policy for the evaluated subject,
and Umalusi evaluation instruments.

The instruments for evaluation were framed on the concept of content and construct validity,
as espoused in the Framework for the development of the NSC examination guidelines and the
Umalusi framework regarding question difficulty. The initial evaluation tool was a Word
document containing thematic questions that gathered qualitative data. The second tool, an
Excel sheet, collected quantitative data on examination guidelines and question papers to assess
alignment. This approach helped gauge the effectiveness of the examination guidelines in the
development of valid exam questions.

5. Presentation of Results

The findings from the analysis of the academic literature review and examination guidelines from
the selected countries indicate five key categories that are essential for a framework guiding the
development of examination guidelines. These categories are further divided into sub-categories
for greater specificity.
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The first category is general information about the examinations. It includes key details such as
background information on the examination guidelines, including the intended purpose of the
examination,a description and accommodation of the intended examinee population, the mode
of administration, an indication of materials that are needed and will be provided to examinees,
guidelines for general instructions to be provided to examinees, an outline of the structure and
sections of the examination question paper, an indication of mark allocation for each section of
the examination question paper, and the total amount of time allotted for the examination
question paper.

The second category is subject-specific information, which refers to details that are directly
related to a particular subject area. It encompasses information such as the outline of the learning
objectives, the outline of the assessment objectives/specific aims, and the outline of the desired
skills to be assessed in the examination guidelines.

The third category is content specification and weighting, which entails a comprehensive
breakdown of the subject matter, topics, concepts, or knowledge eligible for assessment in an
examination. This process also involves the allocation of marks or points to each of these
content areas. Content specification and weighting include an outline of examinable content, an
indication of mark allocation for each examinable topic, weighting for each cognitive level per
examination question paper, and the weighting of the expected level of difficulty in the

examination question paper.

The fourth category is item specification, which provides detailed guidelines or descriptions that
outline the specific characteristics and requirements for individual test items (questions) within
an assessment. Item specification provides specific information about how each item should be
constructed, formatted, and assessed. Item specifications include an indication of item types to
be included in the examination, general instructions on how each item type should be assessed,
and an indication of skills assessed by each item type.

The fifth category is scoring and response specifications, which refers to the detailed instructions
and criteria provided in examination guidelines for evaluating and scoring student responses to
different types of items or questions within an examination. These specifications ensure a
standardised and consistent approach to scoring across different examiners and examination
sessions. Scoring and response specifications include general scoring guidelines for different
item types, guidelines for responding to different item types, and sample marking guidelines for
each item type.

These five categories, including their sub-categories, are presented as a framework in Figure 1
below.
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THE FRAMEWORK FOR DEVELOPING EXAMINATION GUIDELINES FOR THE NSC SUBJECTS
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THE ESSENTIAL COMPONENTS FOR EXAMINATION GUIDELINES
Figure 1: The Umalusi framework for development of examination guidelines for NSC subjects

6. Discussion of Findings

The findings show that examination guidelines must include the five key components listed in
Figure 1. Rudolph et al. (2019) highlight the importance of these guidelines for meticulous
examination planning. Osebhohiemen (2019) and Mamolo (2021) stress the need for thorough
planning that considers content, targeted behaviours, and validity. These components ensure
that examinations are both construct-valid and content-valid.

Primarily, the inclusion of general information in examination guidelines is essential and adheres
to the principles of construct and content validity. This entails specifying the intended examinee
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population, the target grade, and acknowledging potential learning barriers to tailor questions
appropriately. The latter is crucial in ensuring the inclusivity of the examination question paper.
Moreover, clarifying the examination's purpose ensures the accurate measurement of the
intended construct, aligning with educational objectives. Furthermore, specifying the mode of
administration, indicating necessary materials, and providing clear instructions ensures
consistent delivery and alignment with the curriculum and assessment prescripts. Guidelines for
structure and mark distribution prevent content under- or over-representation. Time allocation
aligns the examination's difficulty with examinees' abilities. These findings align with the views
of Adiyaa et al. (2022) and Alemayehu et al. (2021) regarding the development of valid
examination question papers.

In addition, the inclusion of subject-specific information is imperative in examination guidelines
and adheres to content and construct validity principles. As elucidated by Obilor and Miwari
(2022), clearly defined learning or assessment objectives are vital for identifying measurable
behaviours and ensuring appropriate item types. The integration of these objectives enhances
alignment with learning outcomes and content. This approach aids in the development and
selection of suitable assessment items for accurate assessment of skills.

Furthermore, the incorporation of examinable content specifications and weighting in
examination guidelines is indispensable and aligns with content and construct validity principles.
Outlining examinable content ensures a representative sample of the entire content area,
reducing the risk of repetition or omission. Additionally, considering mark allocation, time
allocation, topic significance, and cognitive complexity is essential to prevent the
overrepresentation or underrepresentation of significant topics and to focus examinations
appropriately, as emphasised by Abdellatif (2023), Berman et al. (2020), and Fain et al. (2019).

Including item specifications and weighting in examination guidelines is vital for adhering to
content and construct validity principles. Outlining item types helps align the skills to be
examined with the learned content, and allocating marks to different item types prevents biased
sampling of assessed skills. Moreover, providing general instructions on assessing each item type
clarifies examiner understanding, enabling precise skill assessment, as argued by Al Lawati
(2023).

Lastly, incorporating scoring and response specifications in examination guidelines is crucial for
maintaining content and construct validity principles. Scoring guidance ensures consistency
among markers when evaluating similar items, thus upholding scoring standards over time.
Elucidating how specific items should be responded to helps establish clear scoring rules,
contributing to the development of marking guidelines that maintain comparable standards over
the years. Sample marking guidelines further promote consistency in assessment practices,
mitigating subjective biases, and ensuring fairness in the assessment process, as highlighted by
AERA et al. (2014).
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7. Conclusions and Recommendations

This study addressed the challenge of inconsistencies identified in the NSC examination
guidelines across three assessment bodies by developing a standardized framework to ensure
alignment with curriculum and assessment standards. The research aimed to identify essential
components for examination guidelines and to use them to create a framework that guides the
development of comparable NSC examination guidelines.

The study identified five essential components for inclusion in examination guidelines: general
information about the examinations, subject-specific details, examinable content specifications
and weighting, item specifications, and scoring and response specifications. Piloting the
framework demonstrated its effectiveness in fostering consistency and validity, potentially
mitigating discrepancies among assessment bodies and enhancing alignment with principles of

content and construct validity.

Despite its contributions, the study faced limitations as the scope was confined to the NSC
qualification, which may limit the applicability of the findings to other qualifications or
educational contexts. Future research is recommended to extend the application of the Umalusi
framework to additional subjects and qualifications, both within and beyond the Umalusi sub-
framework, to test its robustness across diverse contexts.

For practical implementation, it is essential for Umalusi to adopt the proposed framework as a
standard for developing the NSC examination guidelines. Furthermore, regular reviews of the
framework are necessary to adapt to evolving educational needs; this will maintain its relevance
over time.

In conclusion, this study contributes to redefining the quality assurance of assessments in South
African basic education by offering a common framework for developing the NSC examination
guidelines. It highlights the importance of standardized frameworks in fostering comparability
in assessments, thereby laying the foundation for improved quality assessment practices.
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