
Testing What for What? 
- 

By recognizing the distinction between the academic curriculum 
anil the socializing curriculum, we can put testing in its proper place. 

Kieran Egan 

I 
magine that the government has 
just enacted new legislation that 
will radically change how incomes 
are determined. From now on, 
instead of working for a set salary, 

you will be required to attend the 
cinema on a given night. At the end of 
the movie, instead of going to a local 
coffee shop and chatting about it with a 
friend, you will stop in the theater lobby 
to take a multiple-choice test. You ;will 
have to answer such questions as 

What was the color of the villain's 
car in the second chase scene? 

1. Red 2. Blue 3. Taupe 4. Silver 

What was the name of the heroine's 
dog? 

1. Smudgy 2. Tiger 3. Fauntleroy 
4. Rex 

Your score on the multiplechoice 
test will determine your salary for the 
next week. 

Each week you will be required to go 

to the cinema again, and. on emerging 
from the movie, you will be faced with 
another multiple-choice test, and your 
performance will again determine your 
salary for the following week. 

.Imagine how this legislation would 
affect your experience of going to the 
movies. At present, you go when you 
choose and only see movies you expect 
to enjoy. You pay attention to the 
aspects of the movie that give you plea- 
sure, and you may derive many different 



kinds of pleasure from different movies. 
But with this new legislation in place, 
you would be anxiously trying to ,. 
remember the color of cars, the names 
of dogs and people, and everything else 
that you thi@c might appear on the test. 
What had been a pleasure has become 
fraught with anxiety because your 
future salary depends on how well you 
do. 

What does this remind you of! Yes, 
we call it school. 

You may protest that school is not so 
arbitrary in what it tests. How well you 
can remember the color of a villain's car 
has nothing to do with the value of the 
work you do, and it shouldn't determine 
your salary. Someone might point out, 
however, that how well you remember 
the provisions of the Treaty of Augsburg 
or the proof that interior opposite 
angles are congruent also has nothing to 
do with how well you can perform your 
current work, yet your answers to such 
questions on tests have served as 
criteria for education decisions that 
have led you to your current job and 
salary. Such tests have determined the 
life chances of everyone who has 
traveled through modem education 
systems. Education's current testing 
situation resembles the cinema scenario 
much more closely than most of us are 
comfortable admitting. 

Many people involved in schools- 
espeaally those who do the real 
work-argue that current testing 
systems undermine the main purposes 
of education. Those who energetically 
promote testing in schools are unmoved 
by such v e n t s .  How else, they ask, 
can those who pay for schools make 
sure that they are getting value for their 
money? 

The arguments between those who 
think that merit testing methods 
constrain education and those who think 
that these methods increase education 
efficiency remain oddly imprecise, . 
passing one another by. Those on each 
side of the issue cannot understand how 
those on the other side can be so blind. 
Why does this conflict about testing seem 
to go nowhere, like a battle of ancient 
armies flailing at each other in the night? 

The explanation, and the path toward 
a solution, requires that we address our 
fundamental confusion about the roles . 

that we expect our schools to perform. 
Such discussions of basic theoretical 
ideas are often unpopular in a realm of 
practice like education, but there is 
nothing to be gained by avoiding 
unpopular necessities. 

schooling that other ideas have a hard 
time making much impact. 

The second idea about education, 
introduced most forcibly by Plato, came 
about through dissatisfaction with the 
products of the fmt idea. Plato argued 
that well-socialized people's under- 
, standing was limited to the conventions 

of their own time and place. The best 
I 
I 

Education's First Two Ideas 
The oldest idea about education, which 

' 

remains prominent today, is that we 
should teach children what they need 
to know to participate successfully in 
society. This goal of education is some- 
times called socialization. The criteria 
that determine what to teach children 
in the name of this kind of education 
are the current values of the society and 
the set of skills required to survive. In 
the past, this meant teaching children 
how to hunt saber-toothed tigers and 
find edible roots. Today, it means that 
we want students to be literate and 
numerate enough to perform their jobs 
and civic duties adequately; to know 
about computers and the main kinds of 
programs available; to know enough 
history to understand their nation and 
world; and to share the basic beliefs, 
values, and commitments of their 
society. For some people, socialization 
is so obviously the central purpose of 

way to use a human mind, he thought, 
was not to leam how to fit into society, 
but rather'to search for the truth about 
our condition on this planet. Plato 
argued that education's proper role was 
to teach children to perceive truth and 
to pursue truth above all things, regard- 
less of society's current conventions 
and beliefs and regardless of self- 
interest. The criterion guiding this idea 
of education was a view of what the 
human mind could become. Because 
Plato set up a school on the outskirts of 
Athens in a park sacred to the hero 
Academus, we call this kind of educa- 
tion academic. 

We assume that we promote both of 
these ideas in our schools today. We 
prepare students for the practical world 
of work and adult leisure in the society 
of today and tomorrow, and we develop 
their minds by teaching academic 
material so that they can think critically 
about the world around them. 



But can we successfully address both 
ideas at the same time? In one case, w e  
want to  shape students to fit into a 
particular society, committed to its 
values and conventions. In the other 
case, w e  want to teach students to ques- 

i tion any particular set of values and 
conventions and strive above all to 
discover the truth. This contradiction 
doesn't bother those who think that 
their society and their beliefs actually 
embody the truth-but this common, 
self-satisfied dogmatism and Limited 
vision are precisely what the academic 
ideal was designed to overcome. 

Confusing the Two Ideas 
Consider the cinema scenario again. 
This hypothetical system combines a 
social aim (to distribute salaries appro- 
priately) with an entertainment aim (to 
enlarge the experience and promote the 
pleasure of movie viewers). When nre 
use the institution designed for enter- 
tlinment to perform the social sorting 
role, w e  undercut the efficiency of both. 

Something similar is happening in 
education. Part of our task is to sort 
students, leading them toward the future 
roles and careers that best fit their skdls. 
\Ye also recognize that the pursuit of 
truth about the world is an important 
human good. Our confusion becomes 
evident when we decide to attain the 
first goal by means of the second. 
Testing how well students perform on 
academic tasks is not a good way to 
determine their future job possibilities 
and prospects. does not efficiently 
promote education's socializing role, 
and it undermines the academic role. 

If we  want to perform the social 
sorting role efficiently, we  should 
indeed test students-but test them for 
the acquisition of skills related to the 
various roles and tasks that they may 
need to perform in the future. The 
instruments that we  have developed for 
the assessment of relevant attributes, 
skills, and inclinations-including basic 
reading and math skills and foundational 
social studies and science knowledge- 
may not be highly developed, but they 
nrould likely sort students for jobs more 
effectively than -would tests measuring 

how well students recall random histor- 
ical and mathematical minutiae. 

Lf we recognize that most of our 
testing shoula be directed to our social- 
izing goals, we can single-mindedly 
work toward developing more sophisti- 
cated testing instruments that will focus 
on our need to help direct students 
toward appropriate jobs and roles in 

perform on  academic 

1 L s t i n g  how well students 

tasks is not  a good way to 

determine their future job 

possibilities and prospects. 

life. \Ye should accept testing student 
performance in the socializing cur- 
riculum because an accurate assessment 
of students' ability to deal with the 
variety of tasks required by modem 
society =-ill help ensure social efF- 
c i e n q ,  economic value, and the general 
contentedness of future citizen-workers. 

If the socid sorting role is thus taken 
care of, what kind of testing would be 
suitable for the academic curriculum? 
The purposes of this curriculum include 
imaginative engagement and delight in 
the world; understanding; wisdom; and 
a number of old intellectual virtues, 
such as style, honesty, and fertility of 
inquiry. What purposes should our eval- 
uation of such qualities senre, and what 
degree of precision do we need? We 
will largely want to know which 
students we should encourage to 
pursue further academic study and what 
areas they should pursue. This purpose 
does not require great precision. 
Students' self-selection will be one indi- 
cator; teachers' educated sensitivity will 
be another. 

When we harness students' academic 
performance to the social sorting role of 
schools, we  undermine the conditions 
for the academic pursuit of knowledge 
about the world and the delight that is 

properly a part of this great exploration. 
Students' academic explorations cannot 
be achieved in the same way as their 
training in skills. In the former case, we  
must pay attention to individual modes 
of stimulating reflection and imagina- 
tion and ensuring delight in under- 
standing; in the latter case, our concern 
is with.efficiency, definable mastery, 
and attaining specific objectives. 

Toward a Solution 
If we start thinking of education in a 
way that distinguishes between the 
socializing and academic roles of 
schools, we will begin to recognize that 
forms of testing appropriate to social- 
izing should not be imposed o n  
academic activity. \X%at will that recog- 
nition mean for our current forms of 
teaching and testing? 

Let us take mathematics as an. 
example. We could quite easily design 
a socializing math curriculum and a 
distinct academic math curriculum. 
The socializing c~uriculum would 
encompass the particular math skills 
that students need to perform their 
social roles. It would include basic 
computations, how to use 2 spread- 
sheet, how to keep bank account 
records, and other math tasks derived 
from our analysis of the math skills 
that students need most today and will 
need in the near future. We would also 
recognize the importance of identi- 
fying students who show a particular 
aptitude for math and directing them 
toward more advanced work to 
prepare them for engineering or some 
other area of societal need. 

The academic math c~rriculum 
would also involve numbers and their 
manipulation, but the whole approach 
would be different. In this curriculum, 
we  might begin exploring the history of 
math, trying to discover why it fasci- 
nated people and why people regarded 
it as magical. We would explore the 
nature of math, learning how its pat- 
terns refer to the world. This curricu- 
lum would be altogether a more pla).ful 
exploration than the utilitarian activity 
of the socializing curriculum. 

Experts in any curriculum area, using 

A S S O C I A T I O N  F O R  S U P E R V ~ S I  



Adequate yearly progress can be met. 

When addressing your school's requirements under the 

No Child Left Behind Act, the system you depend on should be 

simple, accurate, and effective. It should get results as quickly as 

possible.Your students' progress depends on it. 

Imagine measurable improvements within weeks, not months 

or even years.Schools using HOSTS Learning systems report two 

grade level gains in a single year in reading and math. 

You have good teachers.They have good curriculum.Give them 

the tools and training to make it work for every child.They deserve it. 

Visit our website for more information or call for a free demo. 

HOSTS. 
LEARNING 

Learner Lip k, @I 
HOSTSLI n k- ~ r o ~ i n k $  

Simplified QJ Accelerated Personalized 
In~l iuf l ional  Academic Profesrional 
Management Intervention Develooment 

MMd030528M11 0 2003 HOSTS Learning 

this same distinction between socializing 
and academic goals, could sort out mate- 
rial currently jumbled together in the 
curriculum. In history, for example, the 
socializing curriculum would concen- 
trate on the aspects of history that lead 
to an understanding of the student's 
own society and its general place in the 
world, whereas the academic curriculum 
would explore the varieties of past 
human experience and how particular 
conditions have changed, that experi- 
ence. 

Such a distinction demonstrates that 
different forms of testing are appropriate 
to these somewhat distinct curriculums. 
At the moment, the education testing 
system applies testing methods to both 
y p e s  of curriculum that are appropriate 
only to the sociahzing curriculum. This 
approach fails to achieve the social 
sorting task efficiently, and in the 
process undermines the academic role 
of schoohg.  

A New Direction 
The vast business of testing goes ahead, 
bounding through the education system 
like a bull in a cllina shop-which is 
good if you want to make radical and 
evident changes, but not so good if you 
would like to presen-e the china 
unsmashed. The solution I am suggest- 
ing, with its distinction between an 
academic and a socializing curriculum, 
may seem difficult. But we  face a choice 
between a hard solution and a set of 
impossible ones. W'e have been trying 
the latter for decades. Those who wish 
to continue with them will experience 
many more years of deep frustration, all 
the while smashing lots of educational 
cllina. Those who choose the former are 
in for some rigorous and imaginative 
intellectual work, but can expect some 
satisfaction. 

Kieran Egan is a professor of education 
at Simon Fraser University, Burnaby, British 
Columbia, Canada; (604) 291-4671 ; 
eganQsfu.ca. His most recent book is 
Getting It Wrong from the Beginning: Our 
Progressivist inheritance from Herbefl 
Spencer, John Dewey, and Jean Piaget 
(Yale University Press, 2002). 



Too High or 
Too Low? : 

by Sean Fine 

Have you ever taken a peek at Alberta's grade 3 achievement test in 

reading? Or at Ontario's? The difference between the two might 

surprise you. Here's how Albena's begins: "Example question: Rex is a 

big dinosaur. He is taller than a giraffe. Rex is as tall as a house' Rex 

is: a pet/bird/giraffeldinosaur." 

Tough, eh? Rex i s  a dinosaur. j 
P Okay, it's only the "example" question. But the real questions 

aren't much harder. Next to these questions, the ones Ontario puts 
4 

A -  i to its grade 3 students might as well be drawn from entrance 

examinations for Oxford. 

For those who have been scratching their heads as to  why Ontario 

grade 3 students cannot break through a 50 percent pass rate on 

literacy tests while Alberta students ace theirs, the answer i s  simple: 

Alberta's tests are - let's be blunt - a joke. And Ontario's are 

excruciatingly diff~cult. Even for their parents. 

In Alberta's reading test, the children are asked to  read a three- 

paragraph story, an excerpt from a longer work called Belle's 

Journey. First question: "In the title, the word 'journey' means 

riding baret6:Yriding a horselaccident/long trip." 

This i, an "achievement test" for an 6- cr 9-year-old? To be asked 

what the word "journey" means? My 5-year-old daugnicr, who is in 

senior kindergarten. could answer that one. (I asked her; she got it 

right.) In all, there are four brief stories and a recipe t o  read; the 

children must answer 23 multiple-choice questions. There are no 

essay questions on the reading test. 

No wonder Alberta's students are passing with flying colours. Last 

year, 87.8 percent of pupils met or exceeded what the province calls 

its "acceptable" standard. Four years ago, 87.6 percent met the 

standard. What an improvement! 



And  the  pathetically simple questions are no t  the only reason the And yet Ontario is considered backward i n  education. Ontario schools 

scores are so high. The standard of acceptabiltty is set a t  about  50 regularly beat themselves u p  over their results. The media beats t hem 

percent. So the pupils can fail t o  answer half  of  the  questions up. Heck. I've beaten them up myself. Alberta, on  the other hand, is 

correctly and Alberta still considers their performance acceptable. In  flying. Its children are acing the tests. What's more, the province is 

Ontario, there are four grading levels. Only levels 3 and 4 are scoring at the t op  of international tests, while Ontario is i n  the 

considered t o  meet or exceed the proc~nce's standard. This is much middle rank. So maybe Alberta is doing something right. I t  wouldn' t  

higher than a simple pass. d o  t o  beat the province u p  too much. The point here is that  its test is 

Now have a look a t  Ontario's grade 3 reading test. The test begins 
a 'lirror held up On nothing. It'' a wasted exercise' 

~ v i t h  a story called Round a n d  Round Again. But Ontario's is five 

pages long. No t  paragraphs - pages And Ontario's story is wri t ten i n  

some form of rhythmic metre. (I would tell you w t l~ch  form, but I've 

blanked out that  part  o f  mv schoolinq ) 

. . 
some ways and like a poem in some ways. Tell how i t  is like a story 

and h o w  it is l ike a poem." That question would  give a university 

student pause, let alone an 8-year-old Here's question two:  "The 

story begins: 'Let me  te l l  you a story - it's funny but  t rue - how A 

. . .. . . . .  . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . .  ,' . . . . .  - . . .  

Here is the first quh;tion: " ~ o u h d  af id ~ o u n d  ~ ~ a i n  is like a siory ~ r j :  ' 

Mama changed o ld  things into new.' Do you think this is a t rue , 
story? Use examples f rom the story and your o w n  ideas t o  

explain your answer." Whi le Alberta's l i t t le kiddies are .f 
22 : .' 

chewing o n  their  pencil stubs pondering whether A:@ A<.$& 
"journey" means "accident" or " long trip," Ontario's '.I . C .  

are contemplating a university-style examination. No 

wonder only 49 percent o f  grade 3 pupils reached the  

provincial standard last year, u p  only marginally i n  

three years. 
1 
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Ontario's approach i s  a radical one. It sets the bar at a truly high Adele Jeffrey, a former elementary school principal who is now a 

level. I t  challenges the students and the teachers. For this it deserves senior official with Ontario's Education Quality and Accountability 

praise and kind words. It's aiming high. But there is a real question Office, the testing body, says the schools are making good use of the 

as t o  whether the test is appropriate for grade 3 pupils. test results. "I really think that teachers and schools are looking more 

A few years back, the five-page story tfie pupils had to read was closely at the curriculum, taking the results and using t t i ~ n i  t o  

called Tire Case o f  the A~lushrooming Zucchinis. Now how many improve their own pedagogy." ! 

children in grade 3 can read the word "zucchini"? How many have I don't deny i t  for a second. But the improvement is not showing up I 
I 

seen one or eaten orie, I tried this test on my daughter who is in on the test scores. Lam. who has studied the impact of the tests, was 

grade 4 Not to brag - well, okay: she got an A-plus in reading last asked whether he has seen improvements in student learning as a [ 
year But she still can't read the word "zucchini." (WE are not big result of the tests. "Not really - nothing." 1 
zucchini eaters in our home.) 

I 

In Alberta, Mark Cooper, a spokesman for the Learning Ministry. i 
I Here's a fa~rly typical sentence from the story. "I'll keep those defended his province's grade 3 reading test. On the setting of 50 

2 

. zucthinjs under cqnstant surveillance " Surve~llan~e! How many S- 
. .  . - . .  : . . .  . . .  

- ! year~olds knob  what surveillance ,;7 ( ~ y d a u g h t e r ,  genius though 

! she is, didn't know.) 
I 

1 The goal is to  test higher-order thinking. Tony Lam, a professor at 
! :I the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education who specializes in 

il measurement and evaluation, says this approach is labelled an 

! "authentic test." The intent is to  move away from mere regurgitation 

j to  requiring a performance, a true demonstration of the activity 

; under scrutiny Lam, too, i s  skeptical about the questions on the 

,. province's grade 3 reading test. He says. "When I sawthem, I asked 

. myself, 'Grade 3 students know this stuff?"' 

! The test is based on the grade 3 curriculum in Ontario. and the broad 

i purpose. sap Lam, is to show teachers what they are expected t o  

accomplish. "They want to  convey to  teachers what i s  important for 

q students to learn. The idea 1s that the test sets the standard. the 

1 benchmark.' 
I 

The problem goes beyond whether the material is too difficult. In 

testing higher-order thinking, the province is not paying enough 

attention to  the fundamentals of reading itself - word recognition. 

basic comprehension and so on -so that when the schools and 

teachers sit down afterwards t o  analyse their pupils' strengths and 

weaknesses, they do not know what to  focus on. What's more, the 

higher-order thinking is tested through a difficult medium: writing. A 

child may know the answers but be unable t o  express them. Writing 

and reading are related, yes: but they are different. The reading test 

i s  very much a writing test. - .~ 

percent . . .. as the acceptable standard. he says. "Fifty percent is a score 
, . . .- ..: . . .  . .  . , . ,. 

that people.tend to  associate k i t h  acceptable performJncc.,, How's 

that for tautological answer! 

About the absurdly simple questions, he says, "While most adults 

would find the grade 3 test items easy, teachers who understand the 

children and the curriculum at this grade level are able to accurately 

judge the level of difficulty that i s  appropriate." Mr. Cooper, I dare 

you to change your next test to Belle's Journey, and see how well 

Alberta's precocious youngsters do. 

Alberta and Ontario can't both be right. Either grade 3s are just 

smart enouyh to  deduce what the word "journey" means, or they 

can apply their knowledge of the elements of a story to explain how 

a story is like a poem in some ways and like a story in others. The two  

provinces may, however, both be wrong. Maybe Alberta's test is too 

easy and Ontario's is too darned difficult. I have no doubt that 

everyone i s  working very hard at this, but I'm not sure whether 

they're getting much for all that effort. It's time to have another look 

at the design of these tests. W 

Sean Fine writes for the Globe and Mail. 



essment 

Clnssrounz nssessnzent that i?ruolves st~rdents in the process 

n?rd focuses 072 increasing Ic.ar?zi?zg can ~notivate 

?-atDe?- tOnn ~??erely ~ncasu?-e students. 

Stephen Chappuis and Richard J. Stiggins 

magine classroom assessment as a 
healthy part of effectlvc teaclung 
and succcssfi~l learning. At a time 
when large-scale, external assess 
menrs of leamh~g gain pohtical 

f:ivor and attention, many teachers are 
discovering how to engage and motivate 
students usins day-today classroom 
assessn~ent for purposes beyond 
measorement. By applying the princi- 
ples of xhat is called assessment for 
[e~7nriug, reachers have followed clear 
research fmdings of the effects that hi&- 
quality, formative assessment can have 
on student achievement. 

We typically tllink of assessment as an 
index of school success rather than as 
the cause of that success. Unfortunately, 
largely absent from the tnditional class 
room assessment environment is the use 
of assessment as a tool to promote 
greater student achievement (Shepard, 
2000). In general, the teacher teaches 
and then tests. The teacher and class 
move on, leaving unsuccessful students, 

those \rrho might not learn at the estab 
lished pace and witlun a fixed time 
fr~rne. to finish low in the rank order. 
I lus assessment model is founded on 
m o  outhted beliefs: that to increase 
leaming nre should increase student 

a~rxriety and that cornpxrison with more 
successful peen will motivate low 
pcrfornlers to do better. 

By contrast, assessment for l eanhg  
occurs during the teaching and leanling 
process rather than after it and has as its 
primary focus the ongoing improvement 
of leanlins for all sh~dents (Assessment 
Refomi Group, 1999; Crooks, 2001 ; 
Shepard, 2000). Teachers who assess for 
laming use day-today classroom assess 

men1 activities to involve shldents 
directly and deeply in their own leanling, 
increasing their confidence and motiva- 
tion to learn by emphasizing progress 
and achievement rather than failure and 
defeat (Stiggins, 1999; 2001). In the 
assessment for learning model, assess 
ment is an instructional tool that 
promotes learning rather than an event 
designed solely for the purpose of evalu- 
ation and assigning gmdes. And when 
studen~s become involved in the assess 
men1 process, assessment for learning 
begins to look more like teaching and 
less like testing (bvies, 2000). 

Student-Involved Assessment 
Research shows that classroom assess 
men& that provide accurate, descriptive 
feedback to students and involve them 

in the assessment process can improve 
learning (Rlack and Wiliam, 1998). As a 
result, assessment for learning means 
more than just assessing students often, 
more than providing the reacher with 
assessment results to revise instruction. 
In assessment for learning, both teacher 
and student use classroom assessment 
information to rnodlfy teaching and 
learning activities. Teachers use assess 
ment information formatively when 
they 

Pretest before a unit of study and 
adjust instnlction for individuals or the 
entire group. 

Analyze which students need more 
practice. 

Continually revise instruction on 
the basis of results. 

Reflect on the effectiveness of their 
own teaching practices. 

Confer with students regarding 



their strengths and the areas tliat need 
improvement. 

m Facilitate peer tutoring, matching 
students who demonstrate under- 
standing with those who do not. 

We tend to think of students as 
passive participants in assessment rather 
than engaged users of the information 
that assessment can produce. Miat we 
should be asking is, How can students 
use assessment to take responsibility for 
and improve their own leaming? 

Student involvement in assessment 
doesn't mean that students control deci- 
sions regarding what will or won't be 
lcarned or tested. It doesn't mean that 
they assign their own grades. Instead, 
student involvement means that 
students learn to use assessment infor- 
mation to manage their own learning so 
that they understand how tliey learn 
best, know exactly where tliey are in 

their own assessment might 
m Determine the attributes of good 

performance. Students look at teacher- 
supplied anonymous samples of strong 
student performances and list the quali- 
ties that make them strong, learning the 
language of quality and the concepts 
behind strong performance. 

m Use scoring guides to evaluate real 
work samples. Students can start with 
just one criterion in the guide and 
expand to others as they become more 
proficient in scoring. As students 
engage in determining the characteris 
tics of quality work and scoring actual 
work samples, they become better able 
to evaluate their own work. Using the 
language of the scoring guide, they can 
identify their areas of strength and set 
goals for improvement-in essence, 
planning the next steps in their 
leamiy. 
m Revise anonymous work samples. 

Students go beyond evaluating work to 
using criteria to improve the quality of a 
work sample. They can develop a revi- 
sion plan that outlines improvements, 
or write a letter to the creator of the 
original work offering advice on how to 
improve the sample. This activity also 
helps students know what to do before 
they revise their own work. 
m Create practice tests or test items 

based on tlieir understanding of the 

7 leaming targets and the essential 
concepts in the class material. Students 1 Student-involved assessment I can in to what they 

meansthatstudents learn to think should be on the test and to 
generate sample test items and 

use assessment information responses. 
Communicate with others about 

to manage their Own learning- their growth and determine when they 

relation to the defined learning targets, 
and plan and take tlie next steps in their 
learning. 

Students engage in tlie assessment for 
learning process when they use assess- 
ment information to set goals, make 
leaming decisions related to their own 
improvement, develop an under- 
standing of what quality work looks 
like, seK-assess, and communicate their 
status and progress toward established 
leaming goals. Students involved in 

are nearing success. Students achieve a 
deeper understanding of themselves and 
the material tliat they are attempting to 
learn when they describe the quality of 
their own work. Letters to parents, 
written self-reflections, and conferences 
with teachers and parents in which 
students outline the process they used 
to create a product allow students to 
share what they know and describe 
their progress toward the learning 
target. By accumr~lating evidence of 
tlieir own improvement in growth port- 
folios, students can refer to specific 



stages in their growth and celebnte 
their achievement with others. 

Effective Teacher Feedback 
"You need to study harder." 'Your 
handwriting is very nice.? "Good job." 
Traditionally, teachers use such state- 
ments to register their approval or 
disapproval of student performance. But 
such evaluative feedback, 
long a classroom staple, 
is of limited value for im- 
proving student learning 
and can actually have nega- 
tive effects on  students' 
desire to learn. And grades, 
those traditional coded 
symbols and markings- 
E-, 71 percent, 4/10, 
Satisfactory, F-actually 
communicate even less 
about what students have 
done well or need to d o  to 
improve. By contrast, 
teacher comments that 
focus on  student work 
and not on individual 
student characteristics can 
increase students' motiva- 
tion and desire to learn. 

Black and Wiliam (1998) 
point to the benefits of 
replacing judgmental feed- 

ways for students to improve in clear, 
constructive language. Instead of simply 
labeling student errors or  omissions, 
effective feedback guides students to 
better performance throughout the 
learning process. Useful comments 
focus specifically on improving only 
one  area at a time. 

Finally, teacher feedback for learning 

more like instruction, students need to 
learn to self-assess so  that they can use 
the descriptive feedback from the 
teacher to its best advantage. Sadler 
(1989) and Atkin, Black, and Coffey 
(2001) describe a model of formative 
assessment in which learners continu- 
aUy ask themselves three questions as 
they self-assess. 

hack with specific, 
descriptive, and immediate feedback. 
W e n  the goal is to increase student 
motivation and learning, productive 
feedback tells students what they are 
doing right, pinpointing strengths and 
heIping learners develop those 
strengths even funher. For some 
students, receiving this feedback in 
writing and having time to reflect on it 
is sufficient. Other students need face- 
tnface teacher feedback to reinforce 
what they have done well. 

Effective teacher feedback describes 
why an answer is right o r  wrong in 
specific terms that students understand. 
Students can also genente  their own 
descriptive feedback by comparing their 
work with teacher-provided exemplars 
o r  posted sampIes. They can then 
compare their own feedback with that 
of their teacher. 

Descriptive feedback should provide 

draws an even bigger picture by telling 
students where they are now relative to 
the d e f i e d  learning targets-and where 
teachers ultimately want them to be. 
Ry modeling for students a variety of 
suggestions designed to narrow the gap 
between where they are and where 
they should be headed, teachers can 
help students learn to generate their 
own strategies for improvement. 

The Skills of Self-Assessment 
Eventually, we  want students to be  able 
to direct their own learning. Yet it often 
seems unclear just how students will 
achieve this goal. for 
learning helps students become self- 
directed learners by developing their 
self-assessment skills. The principles of 
assessment for learning are interrelated: 
Just as involving students i the assess 
ment process helps make assessment 

W~ere Am I Trying to Go? 
Students need clearly articulated, 
concise learning targets to be able to 
answer this first question. Learning is 
easier when learners understand what 
goal they are trying to achieve, the 
purpose of achieving the goal, and the 
specific attributes of success. Teachers 
should continually help students clanfy 
the intended learning as the lessons 
unfold-not just at the beginning of a 
unit of study. Teachers share learning 
intentions with students when they 

Ptuase objectives in terms that 
begin with "We are learning to . . ." o r  
"I can . . ." 

Ask students to read the objectives 
aloud and ask clamjing questions. 

Separate what they \\,ant students 
to do-the instructions for completing 
the task-from what they want students 
to learn. Otherwise, the directions 



might overshadow the intended 

learning. 
a Inform students why they need to 

learn what comes next and how it 
connects to previous ;lntl h ~ t t ~ r e  
learning. 

a Display the learning objectives in 
the classroom. 

a Provide studcnts with examples of 
outstanding work a? well as samples of 
lesser quality so  that they can see the 

differences. 
m Ask students to rephrase the 

learning targets o r  describe what attain- 
ment of a target looks like (Aner & 

Uusick, 2001; Clarke, 200 1). 

IV'l~ere Am I N o w ?  
Students can practice comparing their 
work to models of highquality work 
and trying to identify the differences. 
Tiley can use teacher feedback from 
formative assessments to gnther 

' 
L a c h e r s  share learning intentions with students when they 1 

separate what they want students to do-the instructions for 

completing the task-from what they want students to learn. 

evidence of what they know and can tlo 

relative to the defu~ecl learning target. 

They can use teacher questions 
designed to prompt studcnts to reflect 
on  what they have learned individually 
relative to the intended learning. All of 
these strategies heIp students ascer- 
tain-and, even more important, learn 
houi to ascertain-where they are and 
where tliey need to be, an awareness 

that is central to their ultimate success. 

How Do I Close t be Gap? 
Assessment for learning helps studcnts 
know u8llat to do  to move from their 
current position to the fmal learning 
goal. To meet learning goals, studcnts 
must panicipate fully in creating the 
goals, analyzing assessment data, and 
developing a plan of action to achieve 
the next goal (Clarke, 2001). 

Students should learn question-and- 
answer strategies that they can use to 

learning it provitles studcnts with 
opponunities for monitoring and 

communicating to others thcir own 
progress. 

Educators open the door to using 
assessment in more productive mays 
when they acknowledge that students 
respond differently to the use of test 
scores as threats of punishment or  

promises of reward. Those who 
succeed keep striving; those who fail 
may give up. By contnst ,  most students 
respond positively to classroom assess- 
ment environments that promote 
success rathcr than simply measure it. 

Students demonstrate unprecedented 
score gains on  standardized assess 
ments when their teachers apply the 
principles of assessment for learning in 
tlie classroom mlack and X'iliam, 
1998). With appropriate training, 
teachers can improve the accuracy of 
their day-today assessments, make their 

close the gap: What d o  I need to change 

in my work to improve its quality? What 
specific help do I need to make these 
changes? From whom can I get help? 
What resources do  I need? 

Sndler (1989) notes that a steady flow 
of dcscriptive feedback to students 
encourages continual self-assessment 
around what constitutes quality 
Keeping students comected  to a vision 
of quality as the unit ofstudy progresses 

helps them close the gap b)- formulating 
their next steps in learning. 

All Students Learning Well 
Tlie habits and skills of self-assessment 
are within the grasp and capabilities of 
almost ever). student. Students take 

greater responsibility for their own 
learning when they rrgularly assess 
themselves (Shepard, 2001). In the 
hantls of trained teachers, assessment 
ior learning hreeds c o d ~ d e n c e  in 

feedback to students descriptive and 
informative, and increase the involve- 
ment of students in the entire assess 
men1 process. In this way, classroom 
assessment for learning becomes a 
school improvement tool that helps 
create responsible, engaged, and self- 
directed learners. H 
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