Assessing Formatively within Instruction 

Vignette #1

Sue has been teaching for 10 years.  She has worked hard to create assessments that are modeled after the state assessment.  Her assessments are aligned to the standards and are given at the end of each unit.  She structures her instruction so that students will have the opportunity to learn the content and be able to be successful on her assessments.    Students who participate in class and do their work tend to do well on her assessments.  She spends time each week grading the work that the students have done. By the end of grading the papers she has a good idea whether students got it or if she needs to go back and review.  She does refer to what she has learned from grading with the students.   She discusses with them about how they can improve as a group.   When she passes the work back she is sometimes discouraged because it seems like her students don’t appreciate the time and effort that it took.  Many of them barely look at the papers - they check to see the grade and then they are ready to move on.  She does do learning checks throughout the unit and grades them.  Students can keep track of their grades so that they know the progress they are making.  Many of her students can tell you what their grade is.   However, they can’t tell you how they can improve the grade.  
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Vignette #2

Sally has been teaching for 10 years.  Over the last few years she has been changing her assessment practices.  Each year she has refined another part of the process and over time has been able to empower her students to become actively involved in the learning.  Now when she introduces a unit, she provides her students with a list of the learning targets that they will be addressing.  After they have worked with each target, the students take time to show what their understanding is by rewriting the learning target in their own words.  At key times throughout the unit students are given learning checks.  The learning targets aren’t “graded”.  When students get the feedback they identify which standards they know and which they need more practice so that when they take the summative assessment they will be successful. Sometimes they work together to gain understanding.  Sometimes Sally provides additional learning opportunities.   It all depends on Sally’s analysis of the learning results.  All throughout the learning process students know what they know and what they need to know.  They are given multiple opportunities to get the understanding that they need without a penalty of a bad grade.  All with the goal of all students meeting the standards.  

It has taken time for Sally to get to this point.  She has had to develop a bank of assessment items that are aligned with standards.  Sometimes she uses the items to formatively assess students. Other times they are part of the summative assessment.  She is continually refining the questions based on her increasing knowledge of the standards as well as how she has seen students answer the questions.  She wants to get to the point where she can identify misconceptions by how they answer the question but she knows that to do that takes time and so this year with each unit she is focusing on the key standards and reworking her questions for those 1 or 2 standards to create questions that she will get more information than whether they know the answer or not.  She has also had to move away from all multiple choice and open response questions for her assessments.  As she moved to align her questions to standards she found that there were some standards that were not best assessed by those assessment methods.  She has expanded her assessments to include observations, presentations, projects, writing, etc.  

Her organization system changes some every year based on what has worked successfully the year before.  Her goal has been to have students take ownership of their learning.  That meant that they had to be involved in tracking their learning.  By having shorter learning checks that were not part of their grade, students began to see that what was important was the learning not the grade.  She has to spend some time communicating with parents in the beginning but as time goes on she has found that the students begin to talk to their parents about what they are doing, what they know and what they still need to learn.  
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