The Exception Proves the Rule

Those of you who have baked bread know that one of the steps is to “proof” the yeast: you put the yeast into a small bowl with some warm water and a little sugar to give it a head start on rising. The intent of this practice is also to test the yeast—to see if it is active. If it doesn’t make the lovely thick foam that smells like beer, it’s not active and won’t work as a rising agent. This definition of proof—to test—is also at the heart of the saying “The exception proves the rule.” Many a student has wondered how an exception to a rule can make it true. The saying makes more sense when we understand that proves can mean tests.


The Kentucky Content Leadership Networks team, with the guidance of Karen Kidwell, has been using Assessment Training Institute’s frameworks to deconstruct the English Language Arts and Mathematics Common Core State Standards. Through your careful thought, diligent application, and persistence you have discovered some exceptions that have tested the rules we have established for classifying targets. Consequently we are re-examining our definitions of procedural knowledge and skill targets as well as some of the target-method match recommendations. We know that others will face the same challenges that you have confronted; we have enjoyed and benefitted from the ongoing conversations with both the Mathematics and the English Language Arts teams to help us clarify and refine our definitions and recommendations.

Revisions that reflect insights you have helped generate will appear in Chapters 3 and 4 of the second edition of Classroom Assessment for Student Learning: Doing It Right—Using It Well, due out during the fourth quarter of 2011.

We are grateful for the high-quality work and probing questions of the KCLN team. We will keep you up to date regarding our refinements and we look forward to the continued “testing” that furthers the thinking of us all.
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