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INTRODUCTION
Balanced and on-going assessment is key in any elementary classroom, no matter what the subject matter.  As a teacher of a class of up to thirty-two students, on-going assessment can become overwhelming at times, but it is critical in the development of the young learners inside my room each day.  When using “best practices” to assess the literacy skills and dispositions of my students, I focus on three key areas: reading, writing, and word study.  Each of these subjects takes place daily in my second grade classroom due to its importance.  I also assess in one form or another each day to see where my instruction should lead in the next few days or weeks.  Over the semester in TE 844, my beliefs have changed in that I am more aware of new forms of assessment to make sure that I am using “best practices in my classroom every day.   
READING ASSESSMENT

Teaching reading has been a passion of mine since I was a child playing school with younger neighbor children.  I loved the feeling that I got back then when they were able to read something (they were younger than myself), and I love the feeling even more today!  I assess the reading skills and dispositions of my students using a variety of methods.  These methods continue to evolve year after year, as I learn of new “best practices.”
One of the formal methods that I use is the “Michigan Literacy Progress Profile” otherwise known as M.L.P.P. (http://www.mlpp-msl.net/).  I use oral reading and running records in my classroom on an almost daily basis to assess the reading levels of my students as well as their comprehension skills.  Since I have flexible groups for teaching guided reading, it is imperative that I assess my students regularly so that they are working on a book that is at their reading level, not in a group that is working on a book that is too hard or too easy for them.

I use informal assessment when I teach guided reading in my classroom which I do every day.  I am able to listen to my students read to assess their decoding skills.  Students demonstrate their comprehension skills for me to assess by both discussions about the book as well as their entries into their reading journal where they write about the books that we read.  Their reading journals allow me to assess the reading strategies that we use in class.  Reading journals are a hard piece of evidence to show parents during conferences.  Students seem to enjoy looking back at previous entries that they made about books that they read in the past.

One day a week I hold one-on-one reading conferences with groups of my students so that I confer with each of them at least once a month for my on and above grade level students, and twice a month for my below grade level students.  This allows me to give the Michigan Literacy Progress Profile (M.L.P.P.) assessments (http://www.mlpp-msl.net/assessments/).  Using the “digging deeper” assessments aids me in figuring out why the students are below grade level in reading, and what they need to be taught in order to be more successful readers.  I know that there are similar assessments available, this is what my district requires though.  I really find these assessments useful as a classroom teacher.
WRITING ASSESSMENT
Writing assessment had been difficult for me before taking TE 844.  Now as I finish this course, I feel much more confident when assessing the young writers in my classroom.  First, I need to have a plan as to how I will assess the product so that the assessment is objective rather than subjective (Stiggins, 2005).  It is important to not use formal written assessment to assess student mastery of a subject in the lower grades as they could know the material quite well, but not be able to express their knowledge in writing (Stiggins, 2005).  In thinking about the class, I realized that I do not have to have formal writing assessment take place inside my classroom every day.  Instead, I should use a balance of formal and informal assessments, that when analyzed drive the instruction for the greatest benefit of my young students.  I also learned that not all assessments need to be given a grade, but can be used to drive instruction (Stiggins, 2005).  Using a variety of methods is of great importance, so that children have many opportunities to demonstrate their knowledge, skills, and dispositions.  This also allows me to assess my students looking at different aspects of their writing development.  The use of: shared writing, writing journals, writing prompts, writing conferences, writing portfolios, and student self and peer assessment will aid me in doing this.  I completed a research project on assessing writing in the primary grades for this class which greatly aided me in having a better understanding of how to do this; as well as raised my confidence level in my ability to teach and assess writing.
I have known about the importance of shared reading for years, but I did not know nearly as much about the implementation of shared/interactive writing.  Sharing the pen with my students allows me to both assess and teach.  This allows me to see a number of students write during each interactive writing period.  I can use what I see to see what future mini-lessons are needed by my students.  This also allows me to scaffold my writing instruction based on the needs that I see from looking at the data from my assessment.  Conley states that we should focus on big and small ideas, taking a stand, and proving a point (Conley, 2005).  Sharing the pen with my students will aid me in both teaching and assessing this skill.
Writing journals are used every morning in my class.  Students see a prompt on the board and may write to the prompt, or may free write.  There are some days when I do require the students to write to the prompt though as this will help to prepare them for taking state tests in the future.  Each day, I look at one-fifth of the writing journals so that it is more manageable for me.  After taking TE 844, I now realize the importance of writing back to my students.  Although I wrote back in the past, I do not feel that my comments were as helpful to my students as they could be with my new knowledge gained in this course.  Looking at these journals each week allows me to see what the needs of my students are when it comes to writing, aiding me in planning future writing instruction.  Since these pieces are generally one to two pages long, I am able to assess a variety of skills in a timely manner.

Formal writing prompts are given roughly once a month at my school.  It is standardized in that they are given in the same week, and each grade has its own required prompt.  This past year has led to even more accurate and useful assessment in my opinion as grade level teachers switch their class’ writing for another class at their grade level so that the writing is assessed from a more objective perspective.  I have found this to be incredibly useful.

Writing conferences allow me to meet one-on-one with each of my students on a weekly basis.  Each day I meet with one-fifth of my students to discuss their writing with them.  I have my students read some of their writing that they are currently working on to me.  After listening, I give them one compliment on something that they did well as a writer.  I then teach them one thing that they can do to be a better writer.  I keep a writing conference notebook with a section for each child to keep track of this information.  This allows me to see at a glace what each child is working on in their writing.  This notebook really aids me in developing writing mini-lessons for the future.
In the past, I have kept my students writing prompts, and sample pieces in their student portfolios.  Then, at student led conferences students showed them to their parents.  After taking TE 844, I plan to have students take a more active part in their writing portfolios, as well as their portfolio for other academic subjects.  I plan on having students choose writing pieces for their portfolios that they think reflects them as writers.  Then, the students will better able to reflect on the pieces in their writing portfolios (Stiggins, 2005).

Although I did use self and peer assessment of students in the past, I did not use it nearly as much as I should have.  It is my experience that students will turn in a higher caliber of work, when they first assess their work on their own.  After taking TE 844, I feel that I should be using peer assessment more in my classroom as both students involved can learn from the experience.
SPELLING ASSESSMENT

This past year I was involved as being a pilot teacher for the “Words Their Way” program.  Although I learned a great amount about the teaching and assessment of my students’ spelling development, I learned even more in TE 844, as I read a number of articles on the topic.  I assess my students spelling needs through the use of: daily work, word study, spelling games, and periodic spelling tests.
I use lessons from Month-By-Month Phonics for Second Grade per district requirement every day.  Using activities such as: “Rounding Up the Rhymes,” “Guess the Covered Word,” “Making Words,” “Reading and Writing Rhymes,” and “Using Words You Know” allows me to see at a glance the spelling development of my students.  Depending on the activity, my students may use slates for me to easily see what they know now, and what they need to learn in the future.  I also use word family activities on a weekly basis which allows me to see if my students are making connections about spelling.
Teachers should know how each child is doing in spelling.  The Words Their Way (Bear, Invernizzi, Templeton & Johnston, 2004) word study program allows me to asses my students on a daily basis with a variety of activities, and for them to work at their developmental level in spelling unlike many programs which use the “one size fits all” approach.  “Students need hands-on opportunities to manipulate word features in a way that allows them to generalize beyond isolated, individual examples to entire groups of words that are spelled the same way” (Juel & Minden-Cupp, 2000).  At the beginning of the program, I used the Words Their Way (Bear, Invernizzi, Templeton & Johnston, 2004) spelling assessment to place my students into three different groups based on their developmental spelling level.  On Mondays, I guide my students through sorting their words.  This allows me to see which students understand the spelling rule, and which students need more practice.  Throughout the rest of the week, students study the words by re-sorting them, and finding them in books to name a few activities.  The work that the students do every day with the program gives me multiple opportunities to assess their learning.  The program provides periodic formal assessment opportunities to use as well.
The use of spelling games such as “Wordo” from Month-By-Month Phonics For Second Grade (Hall & Cunningham, 1998) or Words Their Way (Bear, Invernizzi, Templeton & Johnston, 2004), allow students to practice their spelling skills in a fun manner; and allow me to assess their spelling in a different form.  When the students in my classroom play “Wordo,” they are held accountable for the correct spelling of word wall words just as they are in their daily work.  This is a quick and easy form of assessment for me to see their knowledge about how to spell their word wall words, both new and old words alike. 
Although I do not give weekly spelling tests, I give word wall tests at the end of each marking period.  This allows me to see words that students need to work on, as well as for parents to see what words their child needs to work on.  Of course, this is not a heavily weighed test, but just one artifact amongst many.
CONCLUSION

Participating in the discussions, and completing reading, and projects for TE 844 has given me a greater understanding of balanced literacy assessment in the primary classroom.  One goal that I have for the future is to take a district required initiative such as Month-By-Month Phonics for Second Grade (Hall & Cunningham, 1998), and complete the program, but at the same time having my assessment drive the instruction.  It is imperative that I plan what my objectives are, how I will teach them, how I will know if my students reached the objectives, and what I will do with the results of my assessment, especially if the assessment results show that students did not master the objective.  Afflerbach states that, “A robust classroom assessment program continually provides detailed information about students’ current competencies and next steps: it informs our ongoing work in the zone of proximal development” (Afflerbach, 2007).  It is also my goal to have students do more self-assessment.  I always knew that balanced assessment was important.  After taking TE 844 I better understand how to implement “best practices” in literacy assessment in my classroom.
References:

Afflerbach, P. “Best practices in literacy assessment” in Gambrell, L., Mandel Morrow, L. & Pressley, M. (2007). Best practices in literacy instruction, 3rd Ed. New York, New York: Guildford Press.
Bear, D., Invernizzi, M, Templeton, S. & Johnston, F. (2004).  Words their way: word study for phonics, vocabulary, and spelling instruction. Upper Saddle River, New Jersey: Merrill Prentice Hall.

Conley, M. (2005). Connecting standards and assessment through literacy. Boston, Massachusetts: Pearson Allyn Bacon.

Gambrell, L., Mandel Morrow, L. & Pressley, M. (2007). Best practices in literacy instruction, 3rd Ed. New York, New York: Guildford Press.
Hall, P., & Cunningham, P. (1998).  Month-by-month phonics for second grade. Greensboro, North Carolina: Carson-Dellosa Publishing. 

Juel C., & Minden-Cupp, C. (2000). Learning to read words: Linguistic units and instructional strategies. Reading Research Quarterly, 35, 458-492. 

Stiggins, R. (2005). Student-involved assessment for learning. Upper Saddle River, New Jersey: Merrill Prentice Hall.
Closs_Portfolio 9

