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Ch. 11: “Assessing Student Learning”

As with the chapters on classroom management, I found Chapter 11 to be a reasonable overview of assessment but feel I will need to read at least one good book on the topic before I start teaching.  For the most part, this chapter presented little new information for me.  I did, however, appreciate the distinctions between informal and formal measurement and evaluation.  I also learned a little more on the appropriate and inappropriate uses of grades.

Since I had to read through the section on measurement and evaluation a couple of times before getting it, I’ll spend a paragraph here to make sure I’ve got it right.  Measurement is, in general, any kind of data collection.  Formal measurement includes the obvious: homework, quizzes, and tests.  Informal measurement is much more nebulous and can include such things as behavioral observations, how well students manage group work, and participation in class discussions.  Evaluation, on the other hand, basically involves some kind of teacher decision-making.  Having collected data in the measurement phase, the teacher then chooses a course of action: she decides to ignore the student who makes faces for attention, she decides to do an additional review after many students score poorly on a quiz, or she stops the class in the middle of group work in order to review the group-work rules.

As a student, I never appreciated how many kinds of measurement and evaluation my teachers performed.  I figured that homework and quizzes and tests were just sort of a clockwork part of the school day – I never thought about the kind of decisions the teachers had to make in order to put the tests together and decide how to proceed with the lesson plans.  Now I can appreciate, after the work we’ve done this semester, how much work not only goes into the lesson plans, but also goes into deciding how they need to be modified day-by-day in order to meet the students’ needs.

I also appreciate the section on preparing accurate measurement items.  The examples really helped clarify for me what sorts of questions measure what kinds of knowledge.  One of the key quotes for me was, “If you want to have students learn to express themselves in writing, you may choose to use a production item.  You must keep in mind, of course, that you would be measuring writing ability in addition to the understanding of the concept” (p. 310).  To me, this means that if I am most concerned with how well my students understand the difference between a simile and a metaphor, I can either have them identify which is used in a sample sentence or I can ask them to provide a definition of each – but I must decide whether it is more important to me that they can recognize or define.  I might even use both; however, if I do so, it will be because I am fully conscious of what I intend to measure with the test item.  I will probably refer to this section many times when preparing homework assignments and tests.

Again, as a student, I thought tests just kind of existed.  I just expected to see some multiple choice, some short answer, and one or two essay questions – I never thought about what they measured and how.  I can also look back and see why some tests were poorly written.  Some measured only facts and involved no higher-order thinking; some were vaguely worded; some multiple-choice tests were “gimmies” with only one or two realistic choices per question.  For example, one of my favorite English teachers, bless his dear heart, gave us a multiple-choice item in which we were to choose the definition of “meter.”  One of the choices was, “Someone who eats meat.”  We all laughed, but it reduced the number of viable choices and made that question easier to answer.  Too many clever little choices like that, and the test will be reduced to a joke that won’t accurately measure anything.  When I begin drafting my own assignments and tests, I will need to refer back to this chapter and the chapter on learning domains in order to create accurate and useful measurements.

Perhaps my favorite part of this chapter was the section on measuring the understanding of generalizations.  I love the “scenario”-type questions in which students must choose the scenario that best fits the generalization.  When written well, this type of question calls for several higher-order thinking skills, including analysis and application.  Questions like the one on page 311 involve real-world problems rather than simply requiring students to regurgitate a definition or list some characteristics.  I also liked the sample item on page 312, which calls on the students to predict what will happen under certain circumstances.  This, again, is a higher-order thinking skill.  Although this kind of item can be more difficult than a fact-based question, I believe the students will find it more interesting and stimulating.  It’s also the sort of thing they could discuss in small groups after the test.

The section on measuring inquiry skills was very interesting, and I will have to think how to adapt this technique to secondary language arts.  I like how the question poses a problem and gives a little bit of information, then calls on the student to figure out which information is relevant and would support a certain hypothesis.  This kind of skill is extremely valuable – if nothing else, it can help them study for tests more effectively by deciding which material is important and needs more study time!

The section on alternative assessment should be very familiar to all of us, given that most of what we do in this class is assessed in that way.  We read the chapters and discuss them amongst ourselves, conducting as much of a debate as possible on the boards in the time we have.  The scorers grade our work based on rubrics, which set out the performance standards for each grade level.  Each item in the rubric is scored separately on a rating scale.  (This is much better than the rubric I put together for one of my lesson plans.  My rubric basically said, “An ‘A’ paper looks like this; a ‘B’ paper looks like this . . .”  The rating scale allows a more precise measurement of each element, and poor performance on one element need not drop the entire assignment down a letter grade.)  We also practice self-assessment.  At the end of the semester, we turn in a portfolio of our work which takes the place of a traditional final exam.  Everything in this class, except the exercises, is assessed with some kind of alternative, or authentic, method.

Finally, the chapter describes different types and purposes of feedback.  This is so crucial to student performance, motivation, and morale.  I have taken many classes in which I was utterly in the dark about how well I was doing and what my final grade might be.  I appreciate classes like our online courses in which the requirements and standards are clearly set out and we can tell each step of the way how we’re doing.  One thing I will be sure to do, for example, is to write constructive and encouraging comments on my students’ essays.  In my graduate English classes, I can’t tell you how good it felt when my professors doled out the occasional comment that showed they had followed my line of thought and approved of my reasoning.  I think that showing our students that we have connected intellectually with their work and explaining something they’ve done well is a terrific motivator.  I know it made me redouble my efforts in the hope of getting more teacher praise.

As I said, I will want to read more about assessment before I begin teaching; however, this chapter has given me some valuable things to think about in the meantime.  Knowing the different purposes and methods of assessment will help me not only plan the actual assessments but in fact plan my entire curriculum, since, as an English teacher, I plan to use many methods of alternative assessment.

