Why have a workshop about assessment, evaluation, and curriculum redesign?

	

	
	
Dr. Morey Menacker, a teacher at Bergen Academy in Hackensack, New Jersey, evaluates his students based on individual effort rather than the project's final appearance. 


	



Assessment in education is a complicated issue today. There is a large debate about the tools that we use to measure student learning. Traditional schooling has focused almost entirely on standardized testing, particularly multiple-choice and other closed-ended questions. This remains the dominant approach to student evaluation today. 

However, there are other ways to assess students' progress and learning. Many of the ideas presented in this workshop are based on the work of education specialists who believe that the traditional approach to testing doesn't reflect the full range of student learning. There is also a lot of current discussion about asssessment that focuses on creating curricula that are integrated throughout a child's education. In many places around the country, these ideas are being successfully implemented.

Standardized testing still has such a powerful influence on our school culture, and may to a great degree determine what teachers teach and what students learn in the classroom. We need, therefore, to find ways to bring these methods together in the classroom and the school. We will explore the theoretical foundations behind designing student assessments and alternative methods of evaluation in this workshop. 

A solid understanding of assessment, evaluation, and curriculum redesign can lead to better student learning. Schools, teachers, and parents need to focus on students' achieving true understanding and real learning -- so they develop abilities, skills, and conceptual frameworks that will prepare them for productive and successful lives.

This workshop focuses on how teachers can align and redesign their curricula, based on the work of Heidi Hayes Jacobs, to best assess and support student learning. We also look at the implications this redesign has for student evaluations, and how it fits into larger public attempts to assess and evaluate students' progress. 

What is the range of assessments and evaluations that students and teachers face?

Let's look at four main levels where assessments and evaluations are generated: national, state, local district, and the school/classroom. 
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.
	National -- Scholastic Aptitude Test; standards developed by national professional organizations (e.g., the National Council of Teaching Mathematics)
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.
	State -- state mastery tests; Regents exams; state portfolio initiatives
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.
	Local District -- standardized tests subscribed to by schools or districts; system-wide or multischool portfolio initiatives
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.
	School/Classroom -- informal checks for understanding; observation; dialogues; quizzes; tests; projects; portfolios


Public school teachers must redesign assessment criteria and incorporate them into their classrooms so that they align with the various state standards. Teachers must also balance the standards suggested by professional organizations with those mandated at the state level. Educators in private and parochial schools also may need to meet the same state standards. As the subject of school vouchers plays itself out across the country, these issues have become increasingly important.

For a comprehensive look at academic standards, see the Teaching to Academic Standards Workshop. See our Resources page for a larger review of standardized testing and links to Web sites on individual state standards and assessments.

State departments of education have increasingly become involved in these issues during the past few decades. The following is a list of several trends that seem to be emerging at the state level:

· Standards/Assessment -- Most states are attempting to use assessment and evaluation criteria to measure how schools and students meet their standards. 

· Promotion -- In many states, how students fare when taking state-mandated assessments determines promotion from grade to grade. These scores are also a major factor in high school graduation requirements. 

· Funds -- Funding, in many states, is tied to student achievement. 

· Publicity -- Schools' report cards frequently include a record of how each school's students scored compared with other scores from across the state. 


Many states have produced assessment tools designed to measure how well students are meeting their standards. Frequently known as "mastery tests," these are norm-referenced tests 1 that ascertain the rank of students across the state. Visit our Resources page to see how a norm-referenced test result is analyzed.  

The results of these state exams are often widely disseminated, and they can have dynamic consequences. Some groups issue "school report cards," which provide a school-by-school comparison of students' test performances, as well as comparisons with schools in other districts around the state. These "report cards" are often published in local newspapers and can have quite an impact on public perceptions of individual schools.

Teachers, as well as students, are often demoralized by low scores, even after efforts to improve on performance. Parents also become concerned about students' promotion and graduation, and individual schools may offer after-hours practice courses to improve scores. The funding for charter schools often depends on students' scores on standardized tests . . . thus limiting curricular choices. 

Criterion-referenced tests (CRT) 2 are another kind of test that have been in use longer than mastery tests. These tests are judged by comparing performance to predetermined levels of educational goals set in the curriculum. CRTs can be based on standards set by the school, district, or state. The New York State Regents exams is an example of a CRT designed to evaluate students' performance.

	

	
	
Eileen Bendixsen is a middle school teacher at Beers Street Middle School in Hazlet, New Jersey. In this clip she discusses several methods she uses to assess student learning. 


	


Assessment Tools
There are two general types of assessment tools, which can be applied to the various methods of assessment that are discussed below. 

· 1. Choose-a-response assessments ask students to pick a response from a given list. Examples include: multiple-choice, true/false, or matching tests. 

· 2. Alternative asessments generally involve students creating a response to a question. Some examples are: short-answer questions, essays, performance tasks, oral presentations, demonstrations, projects, exhibitions, role plays, research papers, poetry, historical fiction, group work, and portfolios. 


Many state or national tests include both choose-a-response questions and alternative assessment questions. The same holds true at the local and classroom levels. Each kind of assessment has its function and place. Both are necessary to assess a student's level of understanding. Both are necessary to inform instruction. And both are necessary elements of student evaluations. 

Three Methods of Assessment 

A. Performance Assessment
Performance assessment is a way to document and evaluate the work that students have accomplished during some fixed period of time. It tends to take the form of lengthy, multidisciplinary problem-solving activities. Panels of experts frequently judge the results, which are often used for promotion, distinctions, and graduation. 

The Coalition of Essential Schools (which has more than 1000 member schools) offers this view of performance assessment:

Teaching and learning should be documented and assessed with tools based on student performance of real tasks. Multiple forms of evidence, ranging from ongoing observation of the learner to completion of specific projects, should be used to better understand the learner's strengths and needs and to plan for further assistance. Students should have opportunities to exhibit their expertise before family and community. The final diploma should be awarded upon a successful final demonstration of mastery for graduation -- an "exhibition." As the diploma is awarded when earned, the school's program proceeds with no strict age grading and with no system of credits "earned" by "time spent" in class. The emphasis is on the students' demonstration that they can do important things. 

Performance assessments may be short-answer or extended responses. Examples include oral questions, traditional quizzes, tests, and open-ended prompts. 

· What are the beginning and ending dates of the American Revolution? 

· 232 + 50 + 4031 + 22 = ______ 

· Who wrote ROMEO AND JULIET? 

· Estimate the number of candies you will collect on Halloween. 

· What is the optimum ratio of salt to ice needed to make ice cream? (Students are provided with experimental equipment and materials in a lab situation.) 

· Develop and write a story for children based on the theme of immigration. 

B. Projects
Projects are designed to draw upon a range of skills from the student, who may work individually or in groups to accomplish the goals that have been set. Projects can be as creative and varied as the teachers who assign them. Here are a few examples:

· Create a computer game that teaches math facts. 

· Research the topic of animal rights, take a position on it, and defend your position in a paper and a class debate. 

· Design and build a working prototype of a non-fossil-fuel vehicle. 

· Make a map of your neighborhood, noting your favorite places. 

C. Portfolios 

Portfolios are collections of student work. The teacher and student usually work together to determine the purpose of the portfolio, and it may be used to assess effort, progress, proficiency, or some combination and special application of these skills. 

Students usually select the work that is included in portfolios. Teachers can achieve a general standardization by selecting the categories and the criteria used to evaluate quality. 

Vermont has adopted portfolio assessments statewide. Students in elementary, middle, and high school all compile and submit portfolios for evaluation. Each year, a group of educators from around the state gather at a central location for four or five days for a portfolio assessment workshop in which standards are agreed upon. Mathematics and writing portfolios collected from schools around the state are sampled and scored. Local scoring is then based on the annual statewide results. Visit the Resources page for a link to Vermont's School report with more details.

Here are a few examples of portfolio assignments: 

· Collect five pieces of your writing with examples of prewriting/brainstorming, drafts, peer-editing notes, and final copies. 

· Write and collect responses to a fiction piece, a factual or information piece (e.g., a textbook), a primary resource piece, and an article about current events. This would show the student's understanding and ability to respond to different kinds of writing. Be sure to have at least one narrative and one expository piece. 

· Tape, scan, or otherwise digitize your best work from this year in each area of study. Use the program HyperStudio to make a digital portfolio. 

· Create an art portfolio of at least eight pieces. It should be suitable to support application to an undergraduate school of fine arts. 

How does focusing on assessment, evaluation, and curriculum redesign differ from the traditional approach?

	American teachers have always done assessment and evaluation. But many of them have not worked it into their curriculum-planning process. Many experts agree that assessment should be interwoven seamlessly into teaching. Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe, in their book UNDERSTANDING BY DESIGN, advise teachers to adopt a practice of "backward design," beginning with what they want students to be able to do and then designing assessments, lessons, units, and curriculum accordingly. 

  
	Tim O'Keefe, a teacher at the Center for Inquiry Elementary School in Columbia, South Carolina, talks about the importance of student self-evaluation. 




In an assessment-focused classroom, the role of the teacher shifts in a number of ways: 
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	The teacher starts the planning of curriculum with a vision of what he/she intends ALL students to achieve. 

When teaching tenth-grade social studies students about the Civil War, for example, the teacher begins by specifying what students should be able to do at the end of the unit. For instance, a student who participates in this unit should be able to present an expert speech with graphic aids about how the Civil War affected and still affects New York City.
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	The teacher reviews national and state standards to ensure that her work fulfills the requirements.
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	The teacher should involve students in the development of criteria for assessment. These may be in the form of checklists or rubrics 1.  
A rubric for evaluating the student's speech might include: primary and secondary sources are researched; main points of the speech are noted on slides; student speaks clearly; and student knows facts to back up her assertions. The scale for evaluating each of these might go from a low of 4 to a high of 1.
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	The teacher uses the results of assessment to plan further instruction. 

If the teacher finds that a student's research skills need polishing, for instance, the teacher can plan a unit based on finding and consulting primary sources. If the students need to develop better presentation skills, the teacher might collaborate with the drama teacher on creating a project to enhance the students' stage presence.




The role of the student also changes in assessment-focused classrooms.
	[image: image10.png]



	Students have a good idea of what they are expected to accomplish and how they can demonstrate their knowledge. 

For example, a student researching the Civil War's impact on New York City can direct his efforts knowing that he needs specific primary sources and graphic images to support a speech.

	
	Students perceive the relationship between content acquisition, skill proficiency, and assessment opportunities. By setting their sights on a demonstration, students can more readily see the connections and the relevance of their work. 

A student whose knowledge of the Civil War will be measured solely by a multiple-choice/matching test, in contrast, may find little intrinsic value in adopting the tools and role of a historian. He may well devote more energy to reviewing copies of a test provided by students who previously took the course.

	
	Students work toward self-assessment. 

In addition to participating in criteria-setting activities, the student in an assessment-focused classroom, for instance, might record her observations in a journal. On a field trip to Lower Manhattan, she might sketch Civil War-era buildings and write reflective notes about how this activity helps her to understand the historian's role.

	
	The student assumes the role of a researcher and uses critical thinking skills as he or she finds facts and makes inferences to reach more conclusions. They are not receiving information passively and then simply giving it back to the teacher after memorizing it. 


A focus on assessment also implies changes in the role of the administrator.
	
	The administrator provides her staff with an overview of assessment throughout the institution. She might explain how one year leads to the next, how students' strengths are built on experience, and how one course complements another. She might also delve into how the variety of assessment practices balance each other, and how each course progresses and is developmentally appropriate. Some administrators have adopted a practice called curriculum mapping 2, which involves collecting and publishing a record of what happens in each class during the school year. This record gives colleagues opportunities to collaborate and support each other in the assessment-focused design process. 

 

	
	The administrator adopts an analogous approach to that of the teacher -- i.e., she begins by defining the desired performance, and sets conditions to facilitate its accomplishment. 

A curriculum director might want classroom teachers to be aware of the math curriculum in the grade above and below them so that their instruction is part of the school's continuum. The director might also develop an appropriate activity with the teachers that models the results she desires. She might also furnish computers with appropriate software and training, and offer time at a staff meeting to share curriculum maps.

	
	The administrator provides guidance in student assessment by ensuring links between classroom practices and standards at the national, state, and local levels. 

An elementary-school principal, for instance, might take a proactive stance toward her state's mastery testing of the narrative-writing abilities of fourth-grade students by working with second-, third-, and fourth-grade teachers to provide opportunities for student performance in narrative writing.

	
	The administrators and curriculum directors initiate and support a dynamic approach to curriculum planning. Scope and sequence publications are fine for a content-oriented approach to the curriculum and documenting an activity. But they are too static for an assessment-focused curriculum. 

An assessment-focused curriculum director, for example, updates the curriculum frequently. She supports the idea that curricular change grows from an examination of assessment results. She develops a structure where educators understand that the goal is continual improvement in students' performance.

	
	The administrators must reevaluate their views about staff development. They must allow for common preparation times so teachers can plan curricula together; allocate more money for substantive staff development and training; and facilitate discussions and work as a collaborator. Administrators need to do more parent education about different forms of assessment. Many still think that testing is the only way, and they don't understand portfolios. Administrators also need to support what teachers do in classrooms, especially when/if parents complain. 


