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Assessing Assessment: Exploring the Diversity of Ways in which Assessment Methods Influence the Learning Process of Individual Students at Sparhawk School

Effective assessment that both informs and evaluates understanding is remarkably difficult to design.  This is, in part, because of the diversity of needs for and responses to varying styles of assessment.  Just as one teaching style does not enable all students, one assessment style is equally limited.  In this project, I aim to develop a process by which teachers at the Sparhawk School in Amesbury, MA can elicit the assessment needs of individual students with the hope of identifying a spectrum of assessment profiles for future individualized assessment planning as the school expands to include high school curriculum.  

Sparhawk School, in Amesbury, MA was founded in 1994 by Louise Stilphen.  Billed as a school for individuals, Sparhawk has grown into a place where students are deeply involved in designing their own learning experience in a creative, nurturing environment.  Assessment at Sparhawk has traditionally been characterized by individualized ongoing feedback for improvement; some evaluations have been formal, such as detailed written narratives sent to parents at the end of each trimester, proficiency checklists,  and monthly work completion reports, and some have been more informal, continual, and part of the learning process.  As the school expands to include high school students, however, these purely qualitative forms of assessment are insufficient to allow Sparhawk students access to a wide spectrum of college options.  Many colleges and universities mandate that high schools provide numerical or letter grades for use in the college admissions process.  This change in assessment accents the questions inherent in evaluating student work.  Why do we assess work? In what ways can assessment be useful? In what ways might we keep students engaged in the process of assessment?

In Assessment on its Head (and inside out!), Steve Seidel and Heidi Goodrich Andrade pose an essential question that should be considered here, and anytime an assessment is assessed.  They ask, “What impact do the assessments have on the learner’s own sense of his or her capacity to learn?” (Andrade and Seidel, 1999)  It is my contention that the primary beneficiary of the value of any assessment process is the learner, and in so saying, this question of Andrade’s and Seidel’s is paramount.  If this question could be answered truthfully for each student, teachers would have the tools they need to individualize assessment in such a way as to maximize each student’s intrinsic motivation and sense of ownership of his/her learning.  

Asking the students this question directly may yield some interesting and honest answers, but without a guided process and due time for consideration, many adolescents will be content to provide surface responses.    Instead, I propose a series of lessons designed to encourage students to think more deeply about how assessment influences how they feel about their own learning experience. In these lessons, students may actively participate in defining and elaborating on the ways in which assessment encourages their personal understanding.

Peter Taylor, a professor at the Critical and Creative Thinking Program at UMASS Boston, designed a process to evaluate his fluid system of dialogue around written work in which he requires students to revise and resubmit work in response to peer and teacher feedback, sometimes many times.  In From “dialogue around written work” to “taking initiative,” Taylor describes his research into the revise and resubmit system.  This research asked students to complete two non-traditional “questionnaires,” which requested that students review the assessment system, freewrite on their thoughts, feelings, and ideas about it, and distill five essential ideas, concerns, or questions about the system that emerge from the freewrite and review.  These responses were then brought to a team of colleagues who brainstormed ideas for improvements to the revise and resubmit system based on the distilled comments from the students.  These ideas were then clustered into themes which were later discussed in depth with the students before repeating the “questionnaire” process. (Taylor, 1999)

Drawing from Peter Taylor’s methods and other metacognitive boosters I have experienced as a student in the CCT program, I believe a juxtaposition of dialogue activities to expose alternate points of view with internal reflection guided by thoughtful questions can draw out far more than a simple survey.  The idea is to uncover the hidden ways in which students respond to assessment, and to determine intrinsic motivating factors towards producing quality school work and nurturing depth of understanding.  The information garnered in this way may then be used to co-design individualized self-assessments with the students for use in informing the school’s assessment system.  With this in mind, I propose a five phase process in which each of the five phases is a separate activity in which students may actively participate to define and elaborate on the ways in which assessment encourages understanding.  The phases are outlined as follows.

In lieu of independent review of an existing system, I would like Sparhawk middle school students to consider the many different styles of assessment with which they have had experience.  To this end, I intend to have teachers facilitate Socratic Seminars with their groups, starting with the guiding question, “What is assessment?” as Phase One of this process design.   Sparhawk students are familiar with the Socratic process and we have time already set aside in our schedule for that purpose.  Further questions can address why schools assess students, who should be responsible for assessment, and how students should be assessed, as the dialogue deepens.  These Seminars will be recorded for later review, and at the end of the formal seminars, the facilitators will ask students to brainstorm a list of assessment methods that they have experienced.

For Phase Two, teachers will use the information gathered from Phase One to create role playing scenarios for the students to enact.  This will give students who are more kinesthetic an opportunity to grasp these ideas in new ways, and also highlight emotional reactions to assessment systems.  This is necessary because motivation is directly affected by emotion.  Teachers will use assessment examples from the role playing to create scenes in which students react to a given assessment outcome.  For example, one student may receive a high grade on a paper she whipped off in twenty minutes while another may receive warm and cool feedback on a paper in which he really invested time and thought, while a third might be scored on a rubric for a paper that she wishes she had more time to complete.  In the scene, these three characters meet at lunch and discuss their experiences.  I believe this will give kids exposure to new ideas and points of view which can be held in concert with or in contrast to their own ideas.

 For Phase Three, students will engage in a morning freewrite in their journals to uncover some of their own thoughts that might be hidden from their direct awareness. (Elbow, 1981)  The guiding prompt will be, “When I think about the ways that different assessments affect my capacity to learn, the thoughts and feelings that come to mind are...”  These freewrites do not need to be turned in.  When the freewrite is finished, students may use their writing to help them write personal responses to a list of questions on the effects of different styles of assessment (created by individual teachers from the brainstormed list from Phase One).  The responses to these questionnaires will then be compiled in preparation for Phase Four.

At our next weekly faculty meeting, I will enact Phase Four. Each member of the faculty will receive compiled lists of student responses to the questionnaires from each of the participating teachers.  I will ask faculty members to review these responses and identify trends.   We will then create continua along which to place students’ reactions with motivation as a primary criterion.  It is my hope that this process will uncover the diversity of emotional reactions to assessment so that we may produce an array of assessment profiles that meet individual assessment needs.  After these profiles are identified, the faculty can then engage in cardstorming to consider ways to improve the assessment systems we now use.  Perhaps we can invent even better ways to meet the needs of students based on their feedback.  We can then, over time and more meetings, make concrete decisions on how each of these assessment methods translate into quantitative grades for the purposes of college admissions.  

In Phase Five, teachers will use these profiles to co-design self and teacher assessment tools with students, choosing the most effective assessment method for each student.  Because students tend to be more invested in tools they design themselves, and because the act of designing an assessment tool necessarily requires understanding of the purposes of the tool, I believe that these co-designed tools can effectively maximize the assessment process learning potential for students with many diverse assessment needs.  Student and teacher will choose a format system that is comfortable for and understandable to the student.  The student and teacher, both, will assess all formal assignments based on this system, and then the teacher will translate these assessments into the designated format for quantitative evaluation.  Some students may benefit from knowing the outcome of this translation for further feedback, others may be better served by reserving this feedback for transcript documentation only. 

I am eager to explore this process at Sparhawk School.  Because we have so much creative autonomy in how we use our time, the faculty community is open to explorations of this nature to better determine the needs of our students.  It is this freedom that allows us to implement curriculum choices that also further our own education.  Teachers at Sparhawk are willing to collaborate because we do not have to fight for autonomy in other areas.  Thus, the visionary becomes practical.

By putting this into practice, I aim to find ways to improve upon and refine this plan for assessing assessment.  Like the reflected images created from standing between two parallel mirrors, this process is infinite.  Revised and re-instituted incarnations of this process may well yield even deeper results which highlight even more profiles.  If we continue to build on this process, we might find that we have a detailed assessment database from which to draw.  Either way, we are bound to discover more about students’ assessment needs.
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