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A Critical Message to the Reader

reetings to you and welcome! We are about to take a very special journey

together—a journey through the diverse and critically important world of

educational assessment. Indeed, your success as a professional educator,
whether as a classroom teacher or an administrator, will depend on your understand-
ing of this world and your ability to work effectively within it. As you shall see, both
student achievement and academic self-concept are determined, by and large, on
the basis of students’ perceptions of their own success in the classroom. Those stu-
dents rely almost completely on the day-to-day, week-to-week, and term-to-term as-
sessments of that achievement conducted by their teachers to judge their current
suecess and their hope of future success.

For this reason, students count on us, their teachers, to know what we’re doing
when it comes to assessing achievement. If we do, in fact, know how to assess well,
and if we gather sound information about student achievement, we have the oppor-
tunity to contribute immensely to their success in school. But if we do not under-
stand the principles of sound assessment and therefore systematically mismeasure
actual academic achievement, we are likely to do great harm to our students, both
in terms of their actual achievement and their academic self-concept. For this rea-
son, our journey through the world of classroom assessment is an important one
indeed.

A SPECIAL PHILOSOPHY

The chapters that follow present a special philosophy about classroom assess-
ment—a philosophy that places students at the center of the assessment equation.

vii



viii

A Critical Message to the Reader

To assist you in understanding this philosophy and in interpreting the assessment
advice offered herein, let me spell out some of the values on which it is based.

Without question, the single most important value any teacher must bring to the
classroom assessment process is a very strong sense of caring about student well-
being in school. As teachers, we must not just believe that all students can learn,
but must really want each and every student to feel the exhilaration of success in
school and beyond. Our goal must be to have each student feel free from academic
and personal harm in school. For this reason, we must all become fanatics about
the thoughtful, sensitive use of assessment within the instructional environment.
There are five principal reasons sound assessment is such a crucial part of the in-
structional process.

First, our classroom assessments define for students the outcomes we value—
they define the truly important achievement targets. Second, classroom assessments
provide the basis of information for student, parent, teacher, principal, and commu-
nity decision making. Third, they motivate students to try—or not to. Fourth, they
screen students in or out of programs, giving them access to the special services
they may need. And fifth, classroom assessments provide at least part of the basis
for teacher and principal evaluation.

Because of all the roles they play, classroom assessments make major contribu-
tions to the effectiveness of schools and classrooms. For all of these reasons, these
day-to-day assessments can help students prosper.

Over the past fifteen years, I have endeavored to understand how assessment
can fit productively into the day-to-day instructional process. In addition, 1 have
learned valuable lessons about the meaning and impact of classroom assessment as
a parent watching a youngster experience all the good and bad of classroom assess-
ment during her years in school. These simultaneous learning experiences as a re-
searcher and a parent have helped me understand that it is the day-to-day class-
room assessment processes that drive the teaching and learning processes in schools.

We all know that classroom assessments are not the tests that command all of
the public and political attention—that eat up the assessment budget each year. It is
not our classroom assessments that draw all of the news coverage and editorial com-
ment. Nevertheless, anyone who has taught knows that it is classroom assessments—
not standardized tests—that provide the energy that fuels classroom practice. For
this reason, those classroom assessments absolutely must be of high quality.

A COLLABORATIVE EFFORT

We can achieve this goal together by collaborating in the process of understanding
and applying a common-sense meaning of assessment quality. As my part of the
collaboration, in the chapters that follow, I offer practical assessment ideas commu-
nicated in everyday language with understandable classroom examples. You can ful-
fill your part of our bargain by studying these ideas, reflecting upon them and/or
discussing them with fellow students or colleagues, trying them out in your instruc-
tional context, and adapting these ideas to meet the needs of your students.
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The success of our joint efforts on behalf of sound classroom assessment will
hinge on the extent to which you actively strive to make your own personal mean-
ing of the material presented herein. For this reason, I have inserted “Times for Re-
flection” throughout the text. If you will take time to think about the issues at the
time they are raised in the text, you will have a much easier time connecting the
assessment ideas presented to your prior knowledge and experience.

Further, as we journey together, read critically, Ask tough questions about what
you read here and test the assessment strategies suggested against your own good
judgment. In these ways, you will become a critical consumer of assessments and
the information they provide.

A TOUGH CHALLENGE

Be advised from the outset that the following chapters contain some rather complex
material. You will also find that there is much to learn about the assessment pro-
cess. This goes with the territory. Nowhere in this text will you hear me say that the
assessment task is easy—only that is is critically important.

Don't be put off by complexity or scope of assessment. Dig in and master it! If
you do, both you and your students will benefit greatly. Assessment has a reputa-
tion for being quantitative, complicated, dry, and boring. This need not be the case,
however. Rather, assessment can be both challenging and empowering! Over the
decades, many educators have faced assessment training with some trepidation. Even
today, most see assessment as the process of quantifying student achievement. Typi-
cally, that leads to inferences about the mathematical nature of assessment, math
anxiety sets in, and panic follows close on its heels. Please try to let that fear go
right now, if you can. There is no need for math anxiety here. Assessment is 7ot a
mathematical challenge. Assessment is a challenge in clear thinking and effective
communication.

A ROADMAP OF OUR JOURNEY TOGETHER

Our journey will unfold in four parts: Understanding the Classroom Assessment Con-
text, Understanding Assessment Methods, Classroom Applications of Assessment,
and Communicating about Student Achievement. Each part offers unique perspec-
tives on the classroom assessment process, yet the four parts present a unified over-
all picture of the assessment process and its place in day-to-day instruction.

Overview of Part 1. Our journey begins by defining assessment roles and respon-
sibilities and by describing the essential elements in the classroom assessment pro-
cess. As Part 1 unfolds, you will see what it means to be a responsible, well-prepared
classroom assessment professional, as we talk about what it really means to be as-
sessment literate. What is a quality assessment, anyway? How does a sound assess-
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ment differ from an unsound one? What competencies must one master to assure
sound assessment from the classroom to the boardroom?

We also will explore critically important changes taking place in our percep-
tions of the role of schools in our society. The very function of schools is changing
in deep-seated and fundamental ways. These changes make it essential that each
and every educator, and indeed everyone involved in the setting and implementa-
tion of educational policy and practice, attain a certain level of assessment literacy—a
fundamental understanding of the basic principles of sound assessment.

We will march right inside the world of assessment in schools by exploring all
of the different levels of users and uses of assessment. Three different levels of as-
sessment use will be explored: instructional uses, instructional leadership uses, and
uses in setting policy. Through this discussion of the meaning of quality and various
assessment roles and responsibilities, I will make it perfectly clear why the teacher
lies at the heart of the assessment matter in school.

We will explore the two key elements in the classroom assessment quality-
control equation: (1) knowing what is to be assessed and (2) knowing how to as-
sess it. With respect to the what of the assessment equation, the critical question
will become: Do you know what it means to succeed in your classroom or school?
If you do not know the meaning and limits of this target, and cannot convey them
in meaningful terms to your students, you doom them to fail,

With respect to the bow of the classroom assessment equation, you will learn
about the four different modes of assessment available for classroom use. And most
importantly, you will see how these various methods can be aligned with the vari-
ous kinds of outcomes we value to produce assessments that make sense to stu-
dents, teachers, parents, and all involved in the educational process.

Overview of Part 2. Once the stage is completely set in Part 1, we will begin an
in-depth study of the assessment methods we have available for classroom use. Part
2 is divided into four chapters, one each on the design and development of selected
response tests (multiple-choice, true/false, and the like), essay tests, performance
assessments (assessments based on observation and judgment), and assessments that
rely on direct personal communication with students, such as questioning during
instruction, interviews, and conferences.

Each of these chapters presents its assessment alternative in a manner calcu-
lated to help you understand how its potential contributions lead to effective in-
struction. First, we discuss the kinds of achievement targets with which the method
aligns. Then, we outline keys to effective development. We conclude each chapter
by discussing productive ways to bring students into the assessment process as full
partners—ways to use assessment as a very effective teaching tool.

Over the decades, each of these four basic assessment methods has experienced
its time of prominence and of disfavor. As a school culture reflective of the larger
society, our views and attitudes about the various ways of assessing seem to ebb
and flow. Right now we are in the midst of a time that favors performance assess-
ment. We used to place more emphasis on selected response tests, Times change.
However, in this book we will strive to present a balanced view of sound assess-
ment practice, including many methods as viable options.



A Critical Message to the Reader xi

The bottom line is that we face a huge classroom assessment challenge as we
move into the twenty-first century. We have many different kinds of increasingly
complex outcomes to assess. As a result, we have no business discarding any of the
tocls we have at our disposal. For this reason, each chapter in Part 2 is written from
a decidedly positive point of view about the potential of the assessment method
being discussed. This positive bent is tempered, however, by the resolute position
that each method can and will reach its potential only if its developer and user ad-
heres to accepted rules of evidence for using it well. Those rules, too, are spelled
out in Part 2.

Overview of Part 3. With a solid foundation of basic assessment methodology in
hand, we will turn our attention to classroom applications. This part of the book is
divided into four chapters that deal with the assessment of different kinds of achieve-
ment targets. We will explore the assessment of student reasoning and problem solv-
ing in all of its many forms, proficiency in demonstrating important skills and in
creating products that meet standards of quality, and attainment of important affec-
tive outcomes, In addition, we will explore the role of large-scale standardized test-
ing in the classroom.

Each of these chapters will examine the potential match between the kind of
target being addressed and the four kinds of assessment methods studied in Part 2.
In addition, you will find many examples in the union of method and target that
reveal creative ways to use effective classroom assessment to generate accurate in-
formation about student achievement and to use assessment as a teaching strategy.

The goal in Part 3 is to make classroom assessment live in your mind, not as a
set of abstractions, but as a real, potentially useful set of concepts, tools, and strat-
egies that can bring students into the teaching and learning process in new and cre-
ative ways.

Overview of Part 4. This concluding section is divided into three chapters that deal
with communication about student achievement from various perspectives and a
chapter that summarizes our entire journey together.

We begin with a discussion of report cards and grades in the context of
performance-based schools and educational programs. We will explore what it is
we need to communicate via grades and how we can go about gathering and sum-
marizing that information through report cards and grades most effectively in the
future.

The discussion of communication options doesn’t stop there, however. We will
use report cards as a point of departure for exploring many other possibilities. Among
these are more detailed checklist and narrative reports, student-teacher conferences,
student-led parent-teacher conferences, and portfolios. These are presented as com-
munication alternatives that show great promise in the information age.

In Part 4, we also address communication about the meaning of quality assess-
ment across levels of responsibility in the educational process. The potential con-
tributors to the creation of a positive, constructive assessment environment in schools
includes legislators, state department of education personnel, local school boards,
district staff, principals, teachers, parents, and students. We will detail the specific
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nature of the contribution of each and the critical need for effective communication
among contributors.

Throughout our journey two themes will permeate. First, we must know how
to develop and use sound assessments and how to use them well in each and every
classroom. Second, students can and should be full partners in the assessment pro-
cess. Our challenge is to find creative ways to use student self-assessment as a teach-
ing strategy. This book is devoted to meeting both of these challenges.

ONE FINAL THOUGHT

Let this book represent the beginning of a career-long exploration of discovery on
your part. It is not possible to cover all critical elements of educational assessment
in one introductory volume. For this reason, it is important that you regard our jout-
ney as a first excursion into the realm of assessment, to be followed by others as
you move on to more advanced topics. I will give you a list of additional readings
at the end of our trip. Now and always, you must endeavor to seek new under-
standings of assessment.
If you are ready, then, let our journey begin.

Rick Stiggins
Portland, Oregon
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