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Helping: Students Understand
Assessment

Formative asses:__é_r:n_gn_t_s-p‘;'gmqte-l earning when they help
studarits answer three guastions: Whére am I going? Where
am I now? and How <an I close the gap?

Jah Ghappuis " =
. -~ Novemher 2003
During the last decade; many- schools: have begun to.emphasize

formativé assesshiént. As tééchers worK to-deveiop short-gycle oF common assessments and
éngage in data=driven decislon -aking, they typleally remain in the central decision-making
role, This approach ref] r!ymg assumption that teachers.control learning. Although
téachers must Gréate the candltl' for learning, howevef, studénts ultimately decide whether
they feel capablé of. iearning and whether they will do- the work, Therefore, students-are equally-
important users: ef formatlve assessment information. The résearch tells us why.

Necessary” Components of Formative Assessment

In their 1998 synthesisof research, ‘Black and Witiam reported ‘that formative assessment
produced significant: Tearning-gains; with affect’sizés between 0.4 and 0.7, They noted,
however, that in schiools. ac _ving these gains; 5tudents were the primary users of formative
assessment informaLion In such schools,

« Formatlve assessment bqggn_-w!th_ offering stiedents a clear picture of learning targets.

» Students received feedback on their work that helped them understand where they were
with respect to thie:desired learning target,

» Students engaged in-self-assessment,

» Formative assessment provided an understanding of specific-steps that students coutd
take to Improve.

Sadler (1989} had previously reported similar findings. 1rv describing the role of farmative
asgessment jn developing expertise, he identified three conditions réquired for studeénts to
improve:

The studéent comes to hold a concept of quality roughly similar to that held by the
teacher, is able te'monitor continuously the quality of what is being produced during
the act of production iself, dand has a repértoire of alternative moves or strategies
from which to draw at any glven polnt. (p. 121}

This rescarch on effective formative assessment suggests that students should be able to
answer three hasic guestions: Where am I golng? Where am I npow? and How can I close the
gap? {adapted from Atkin, Black, & Coffey, 2001). The seven strategies described in the
following sectlons ¢an help ensure systematic student involvement in the formative assessment
process {Stiggins, Arter, Chappuls, & Chappuis, 2004).

hitp://wawaw.ased.org/authors/ed lead/el200511 chappuis.himl 1171572006




Helping Students Understand Assessment / Jan Chappuis Page 2 0f6

‘Where Am I-Going?
‘Students need to know what Jearning targets they are responsible:-for mastering, and at what
level. Marzann (2005) asserts that'students who-can Identify what they are learning significantly”
‘outscors those who canpot
Strategy.1: Provide a clear-and understandable vision of the learning target. Share the learning
targets héfore your begln Ihstruction; 1d language vour students éan understand. For exampie
Wheﬂ introducing a reading comprehenslon-unit calling far Inference, you might say, “We-are .
learning to jafer, _Thrs_means we.are learning ko make reasonable. guesses on the basis’ of
Tlues: ! OF provide udents with'a written list of Jearning targets. describ&d in student-frigndly -
~language, stich.as,

We are té'@frh‘,[ﬁ out fractions. We are learning to

¢ Rcad and. erEe fractlans with halves, thirds, fourths;and tenths.
‘o ‘Redd:aind- write milted numbers (whole pumbers plus fractions).
e Change fracttons written as tehths into dadimals;

When working with mioreé ommlex content standdrds that zall for performance assessment, such
- a8 "Writes-dearly-and effectwely, introduce the language of the scorlhg guitle hat'the school
B 'will use; to defme quaElty To do thls ask students what they think cot‘istltutes good writmg, and.

must kﬂow what exce!lent perforrnance looks like, Ask students to evaluate anonymous work
samples-for quallty ‘and-then to discuss and defend their judgments, using the language of the
icoring gu:de in the case of performance assessments, Such an ékearcise will help students
develop Sle Inaccuyate seif‘assessment

Teachets often use strong:examples; or exemplars, but avold using weak examples because
they worry. that students will -accidentally emulate them, On the contracy, when studeiits
evaliigte weak éxamples that mirror common problers, they Become more proficient at
identifying their own Weaknesses and gain a better understanding of quality, To introduce work
samples to students;. you might

1. Distribute to students a student-friendly version of the scoring guide you will use to
evaluate thelr final products.

2. Choose one aspéact of gquality (one {rait)-to-focus on,

3. Show an overhead transparency of a strong anenymous sample, but dor't let-students
Kriow it's a stfong ekampie. Havé students work independently to score it for the one
trait using the student-friendly scoring guide, You may ask studerits to underline the
statements in the scoring guide that they believe describe the work they're examining.

4. After students have settled on a score indepandently, have them share their scores in
small groups, using thie language of the scoring gulde to explain their reasoning.

5, Ask the class to vote and tally their scores on an overhead transparency. Then ask for
volunteers to share their scores and the rationale behind them, Listen for, and
gncourage, use of the language of the scoring guide,

6. Repeat this proceéss with s weak anonymous sample, focusing on the same trait, Do this
several times, alterpating between strong and weak papers, until students are abie to
distinguish between strond and weak work and independently give rationales reflecting
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the-concepts In"the scoring guide (Stiggins et al., 2004).

Where Am I Now?

Whern my daughter was I 3rd grade, she once brought home-a math paper with a smtley face,
a inus 3;.and an-M at the top Whier e askdd her what the M meant she had leaFndd, she
Iooked at us‘as though we were trylng to trlck her and rephed “Math?” When we asked hef
what that meant she neaded to workon, she frowned and ventured, “Math?”

Papars marked Ilke this-one do.not gh.re students.the informatlon they need. At best, such
marks might't 'lf',the student, R ciotng :OK In-miath, ™ but they will not-énable the: student to-
assess h!s or her own strengths and weaknesses You can use the following two strateg:es to

atiVe assessment, teachers should Faduce eVaIuatlve feedback such as’ “B+ ‘Godbd:
kil dn't put endugh. effort Into this"—and Mcrease descriptive feedback; such as
“Yo maintained eye:contact with yoyr. audience throughout your whale: presentation or Wour
stralegy . for: dividing all the’ people. into equal groups worked well right up fo.
the ehd; buit yo, ed t6 figure out what to 4o with the remaihing people.”

The quality of Ehe feedback, rathef than Its quantity; determines its effectiveness: ‘(Bangert-
Dowiis, Kulik, Kulik, & Morgan, 1991; Sadier, 1989): The most effective feedback jdentifies
sucgess and.also offers.students a recipe for corrective action {Bloom, 1984; Brown, 15584).
Grades-and other coded fhatks—sueh ast + and 92%—dd not tell students what - areds they
need to improve, Instead, such marks sighal-that the work on this piece is finished.

Here aresor 1e simple actions you can tak’é t6 provide effective feedback:
[% After students have. practiced. using @ scor:ng guide-with anonymous work and they
Understand the meaning of the phrases in‘the scoring gulde; highlight phrases that

* dascribe strengths ‘and weaknesses of thalt work. Tf you are working witiy & multitrait-
§2ofing. gulde, Himit feedback o one or two-tralts gt-a time,

» Have students tiaffic fight their work. (Atkin et al., 2001}, marking 1t with a green, yellow,
or red dot’ to fndicate the level of halp they fead. Allow students with gréen and yéllow
.dots to provide descriptive feedback to one another, while you provide feedback for.
students With red dots.

Strategy 4: Téach students. to self-assess and set.goals, In giving students descriptive
feedbaclk, you have modeled the kind'of thinking you warit them to. do as self-assessors. As a
next step, furn that task over te students and guide.them in practicing self-assessmient and
Go&i setting, You may fird. It useful to have students Identify the strengths and wesknesses of
thelr work -before you offer your own faédbiack, Have them complete a form-like the one In
Figure 1 and staple it to their work when they turn it in. Respond with your feedback, either on
the form or orally,

Figure 1. Student Self-Assessment Form

My Strengths and Areas to Improve
Trait{s):

MNama:

Mame of Paper:

Date:
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My Opinfon
My stréngths are

What L'think-1 need to work.on is

My Teacher’s or Glassmate's Opinion

Strengths-include.

Woik on

My Plan.
- What-I will.do now Is.

* Next-time I'll ask for feedback from

Source; From Classr00n1 Assessment for Student Learning: Doing It nghr—Using
It Well, by R. 3. Stiggins, 1. Arter, J. Chappais, and S, Chappuls, 2004, | Portiand
OR::Assessment Training Institute. Reprintetwith permission,

“To.help students align thelr expectations with youss, ask them to turn In.a scoring guide with

" “their work, hlghhghhng in-yellow the phrases in the guide that they believe represent the
quality ¢Fthelr work, On thé same scoring guidéd; highlight in blue the phrasés that you thirk
describe thelr, work, and return the guide to thet. Where the highlighted phrases are green
{blue over yellow), your feedback matches the student's self-assessment. Any:-highlighted
phrasés that remaln blue or yellow, however, Indicate areas in which-the student probably
néeds to refine his.or her vision of quality (Stiggins et al., 2004).

If 'you are using a selected-response test, you can-arrange the items according to:the learning
targets they assess.and.give students the list of fearping targets correlated td the test item
numbers, When they receive thelr corrected test, students can identify which leéarning targets
they have masterad and which learning targets they need to work on further. They can then
develop a plan for how they will improve the targeted areas, This practice is especially effective
if students have the opportunity to retake the test.

How Can I Close the Gap?

The final essentlal step in making formative assessment work is te keep students in touch with
what they can do to close the gap between where they are now and where they need to ba.

Strategy 5 Design lessons to focus on one aspect of quality at a Hme, This strategy breaks
learning Into more manageable chunks for students. For example, suppose that students are
learning to design and conduct scientific investigations, and one part of the scoring guide
describes tha qualities of a good hypothesis, If students are having trouble formulating
hypotheses, they can refer to that portion of the scoring gulde as thay differentiate between
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strong and weak examples of hypotheses; practice drafting hypotheses, give one another
descriptive feedback on thelr drafts, and assess their own drafts' strengthis. and weaknesses,
Strategy.6: Teach students focused revision. Let students practice: revising their work before
belng held accontablé by a:final grade. You rhight begih-with ofie of the @nonyinous, woak
work-samples that.your students have evaluated (see Strategy: 2). Focusing on just the single
.asp, et of quality that they evaluated, dsk students to work in pairs tozeither revise the sample
-or'treate a-tavisioniplan describing what the anonymous student needs to do to Improveé the
- work Then askstuderts:to apply the.same process to thelrown work,-either revising Itto make
lLbeLter of:submitting a revision plan For-example, after assessing their draft hypothases in
.. sEiende; stl,idents ¢ould use thelscoring guicte to-wiite put'what they nged-to 'dd Lo friiprove their
o hypotheses.

Strategy 7; Engaye students’ in salf-réflection and fet them document and:share théifr fearnmg
We: know the power-of- self-reflection to deepen Jearning for aduits. It also works for students.
One-of the strongest mptiv,ators, is the:opportunity to. look back and see progress.

‘Trt a-skill-based course; such.as physical education; students can fill out a‘dally-form that asks
two dliestions: "What are two Important things you learned from today’s class?" and “"What'ls
.on-‘ego"al you have fortomoriow's class?”

Student poz‘cfollos can also’ promote students’ self-reflection. In collecting thelr work and
msights in portfoiias students:have the opportunity to refiect on their learning, develop an
interral fesdback loop,. and understand themiselves better as learners, To use portfolios in this
-way, students must clearly-undérstand their léarning goals; the steps. that they have takén
toward reach[ng those: ‘goals; and how far they have come Involvmg students in parent- teacher
conferences can accomplish. thesame: purpose. Students galn Insight from explainlng to their
parents the learning-that-thelr wWerk represents, thelr strengths ‘as learners, and what they plah
to work on next. ' ’

Students at the Center

The:seven strategles described here are deslaned to help students better understand their
!eamlng goals, recognize theirowir-skill fevel in relation tothe goals, and take responsibility for
reaching the goals..By expanding eur formative assessment: practices to'systematically involve’
students as-decision makers, teachers acknowledge the contributions that stidents make to
theli- own success annd give them the opportunity and structure they need to become. active
partnérs Iy Improving thelr learning.
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