
Assessment

Just as a pilot must assess weather conditions before confidently taking flight or a doctor must assess a patient’s health before successfully diagnosing an illness or a minister must assess a person’s spiritual needs before safely offering advice or comfort, an English teacher must assess students’ efforts in reading and writing before patiently guiding those students through a series of positive and increasingly complex academic achievements. With their power and opportunity to appraise, to evaluate, to determine the quality of student work, teachers are indeed “pilots” and “doctors” and “ministers,” planning and examining and nurturing their youngsters, constantly looking for ways to evaluate whether or not the plans have worked, the lessons have been learned, the groundwork laid for the next year.

Basic Terms

A test is an instrument used to determine the degree to which a trait is present.  In school the students usually perceive this to be the case and strive to do well.  

Measurement is the process of assigning numbers (or letters such as A, B, C, which really represent numbers) to indicate the degree to which a trait is present.  Higher numbers mean that more of a trait is present than do low numbers.  Measurement is more inclusive than testing.  All tests are measures, but there are many measures which cannot be called tests.  A written assignment given to a class and then graded by the teacher is an example well-known to all instructors of English.

The term evaluation refers to making judgments of how good something is in terms of criteria.  Evaluation requires a teacher to take into account all test and measurement scores and then make a judgment based on criteria, such as expectations, potential of the students, relation to others, etc.  Teachers sometimes neglect the judgment aspect of evaluation.  This occurs when all of the measures are averaged and the resulting numbers are taken as the students’ grades.  The most familiar example is the “pass mark.”  Many parents and students (and also teachers) assume that one particular score out of a possible perfect grade of 100 indicates a satisfactory, or passing grade.  In this case the judgment aspect of evaluation is completely absent.  

Assessment includes all of the above: testing, measuring, and evaluation.  It is a more general term that applies whenever a teacher undertakes to inform students how well they are doing.  Assessment involves constructing and selecting instruments such as multiple choice and true-false tests, conducting essay exams, using speeches, presentations, and graphic assignments to gather information for evaluation.

Teaching and Assessment

Teaching involves many different activities, from defining learning objectives, determining the present achievement level of a group of students, selecting and organizing instructional activities, to delivery in the classroom.  But teaching is not complete until the learning of the students has been tested and evaluated.  It is important to realize that assessment is not an adjunct to the instructional process, but rather an integral part of it.  A successful teacher is one who includes expertise in testing as one of the skills to be applied in the classroom.

Assessment provides feedback information.  While teachers’ objectives might be clearly stated, not until achievement has been evaluated do the students really know what is expected.  Similarly, not until achievement has been evaluated do the teachers know how well they are doing.  Assessment, then provides valuable feedback to students (and parents) and also to teachers.

Principles of Assessment

Successful assessment of achievement provides information to students on how well they are doing, but should also motivate them toward further intellectual growth.  Some of the underlying principles deserve consideration here.

  

Unfortunately, if teachers have one kind of expectation and then assess based on a different expectation, then disaster looms for all involved.  

Levels of Questioning

When the College Board developed its program called Access to Excellence: Building Success in English and History, it also created a series of strategies to guide teachers in helping students to dig deeper into the content of written works.  One of the lessons refers to the levels of questioning.  

Constructing intelligent questions surely suggests a clear antecedent activity: reading precedes questioning, and then questioning drives the reader deeper into the text, which results in clearer understanding.  Three levels of reading, based on Bloom’s levels of cognition, were suggested to help teachers plan for instruction and assessment.  The three levels are outlined briefly below.

Level one, which matches Bloom’s levels one (knowledge) and two (comprehension), is concrete.

· It is intratextual (inside the text—readers can literally point at specific and visible words and ideas.)  

· Meaning is explicit.  The key reading questions are basically Who?  What?  When?  Where?  The text is often narrative, descriptive, or factual

· For example, if one were studying Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird, one might list Jem and Scout’s friends or name the kinds of plants in Miss Maudie’s garden.  One might also figure out how much time passes from page one to the last page, or state the meaning of a passage in one or two sentences.

Level two, which matches Bloom’s levels three (application) and  four (analysis), is abstract.

· It is intratextual, that is, the meaning is in the passage.

· It is implicit, a kind of between-the-lines presence.  The key concerns are: What does a passage represent, suggest, or personify?  What does a certain allusion or metaphor mean?

· Analysis involves activities such as interpreting, dissecting, comparing, and contrasting.

· For example, one might compare the connotations of the mockingbird in the title as opposed to a robin or a crow.

Level three, which matches Bloom’s levels five (synthesis) and six (evaluation), is highly abstract.

· It is largely extratextual (outside the text—readers in a sense must raise their eyes off the text and focus on the world in which they live.)

· The key questions are: So what?  What does this text have to do with me?  What do I think of this?  How good are the ideas in a passage?

· For example, one might conclude from To Kill a Mockingbird that prejudices pass from parents to children, love can be stronger than fear, or that small towns have the same problems as do big towns.  

Teachers take an important step when they design reading lessons that teach children to move to a higher level of thinking, and when they design writing prompts and exam questions that conform to those same levels.  For students to have only level-one questions on an exam indicates that the goal of the instruction is to read material at a concrete level, only.  Questions at level two are appropriate after teachers have ascertained that students know and understand the concrete detail of a passage, and level three should not be approached until level two has been explored.  This is particularly true for weaker readers or for younger children.

Knowing that there is always more to a text than meets the eye can help younger readers mature into better readers, and the better the reader, the better the writer.  The Advanced Placement English Language and Literature Exams focus particularly on reading ability.  In his article entitled, “Questioning the Text: Literary Analysis and Multiple-Choice Testing,” Eric Wimmers makes a clear statement on this very subject:

 

The sooner teachers can lead students into deeper reading, the better for children who are growing up to take those exams.  Three, four, five or six years of high-quality instruction will prepare the students for the challenging exams.

While grammar exercises are important, they do not substitute for writing experiences.  Research has shown that there is little carry-over from grammar exercises to the creation of multi-paragraph expositions or analyses.  In particular, Pre-AP teachers must not carry out what has been aptly named “Death by the Red Pen.”

In Acts of Teaching: How to Teach Writing, Joyce Armstrong Carroll and Edward E. Wilson confront several great “myths” about grading, two of which are germane.  They contend the following:


Carroll and Wilson offer much further comment as well as suggestions about how to deal with paper loads.  They comment on another “Myth”:


Experienced teachers know that most students can eventually write themselves past many of their errors.  These professionals also know that copious use of good models, both teacher written and student composed, offers further serious encouragement to both the confident and the timid young writer. 

Years ago a sportscaster asked John Robert Wooden, basketball coach of the UCLA teams that won the NCAA championship eight times, how he managed to do that—how did he inspire players to perform at that level of accomplishment?  Wooden answered quietly and simply: he said that after a game his coaches separated the good and the great plays on one tape and the bad or weak plays on another tape.  He took the team to the dressing room and spent much time complimenting and encouraging them as they all watched the successful plays; the coaches went somewhere else and figured out what coaching mistakes had allowed the errors and other weaknesses to surface during the game.  What profound advice!  How applicable to the lives of writing coaches and their “team” members.

Pre-AP English teachers, therefore, should find ways to protect students’ grades while they practice.  If every single assignment is a do-or-die effort, many students, fixated on their grade averages, will exit the program before they realize that learning is difficult, sometimes very difficult, in the more complex areas of composing and in the higher levels of reading (levels two and three.)  Pre-AP English and AP English require a high level of cognitive skills and hard study.  Teachers should assist the serious students, not weed them out.  Even the complaining and impatient students learn lessons about the level of competition and accomplishment that should characterize the best class members.  Pre-AP teachers can offer serious assistance to students who do not see that AP is a program and not a disjointed set of curricula.


Grades should indicate the quality of the learning and of the teaching as well.  They should not be used as weapons or prohibitions to exclude certain youngsters from Pre-AP English programs.  Grades might automatically rule out younger students from earlier classes, but those grades should 

not prevent those students from coming into a later class.  They should have the opportunity to join the AP program when they are more mature.  Counselors and teachers should not close doors too soon.

Assessment in Pre-AP and AP courses is also for helping students and not necessarily for rewarding them.  Careful consideration of Alfie Kohn’s 1993 seminal work Punished by Rewards and his later “conversation” with Carol Jago in California English (1995) will yield some perhaps surprising information to teachers convinced that traditional grade systems provide encouragement for students.  Carol Jago writes:


Much contemporary research agrees that rewarding with grades simply “diminishes students’ interest in learning per se.”  Kohn continues:


Kohn’s work suggests that radical changes should be made in the whole approach to grading.  Teachers, parents, and students might not be ready for this.  Rewarding students for tasks they would not perform on their own often has the effect of prodding students into fields they would not otherwise explore.  Sometimes the students find the new fields intriguing.  Kohn’s work, however, is worthy of serious consideration and might encourage teachers to view grading in a new light.

Rubrics


Rubrics bear many benefits to harried teachers.  For one thing, they crystallize what a teacher is looking for in an essay.  Too often English teachers produce exquisite plans and carry out faithful grading, marking many errors and end up dissatisfied or disappointed that students do not perform at the level of the ideal expectations that instructors carry into assignments.  Rubrics invite, in fact insist, that teachers clearly verbalize what kind of performance elements will characterize which particular grades.    

An article by John O’Neil in the August 1994 Update, a voice of the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development, addresses this particular problem by offering a key way to make assessment meaningful: rubrics can “clarify expectations” (1) and automatically “yield better feedback” (1) to writers.  They can also assure anxious parents that grades are not willy-nilly the product of mere random expectations from a possibly biased or retaliatory teacher, who is exercising personal and arbitrary judgment on a poor student’s work.

Rubrics focus on what student work looks like, not on what teachers do; they outline or list the important elements of a task against which students’ work is measured.  The more refined the rubric, the more clearly students and parents can understand the quality of student work and weak points of students’ performance.  In Update Joan Herman, associate director of the National Center for Research on Evaluation, Standards, and Student Testing at the UCLA Graduate School of Education, contends that rubrics necessitate “being a lot more systematic about what has formerly been a more intuitive, and less rigorous process” (4-5).

Rubrics help students visualize and comprehend exactly where they stand and where they must go, what they know and what they still need to know, how they have hit the mark and where they have missed it.  Rubrics handed out at the beginning of the assignment stand as red alerts for the lazy or reluctant students and comforting caution signs for the eager and diligent students.  The former have a clear indication of teacher standards and the announced penalties and reward for matching them; the latter have a convenient and welcome proofreading checklist.  Rubrics help parents understand their children’s failures and successes, fairly and squarely recorded, available to each and every child.  Sometimes the rubric is born of the assignment and the student papers.  That is also a perfectly acceptable practice.

The responsibilities of all Pre-AP teachers are indeed complex and awe inspiring, especially the Pre-AP English teachers.  No other subject area demands training for two years worth of national testing, two long and arduous examinations, covering everything anyone could or should ever know about reading and writing.  No wonder students can earn credit for so many hours of college course work.  And no area of instructional concern is any more varied and intricate and demanding than that of assessment. Regardless of how teachers assign their grades at present, they will explore some new possibilities, maybe some new tricks of their trade and some dusting off and refining of old gems.   

Reliability

A discussion of assessment would not be complete without giving consideration to reliability.  Reliability refers to the extent that marks or grades can be depended upon, how accurate they are, or the extent to which the scores would be similar if the same assignment were given again.  Teachers must be aware that there are errors of measurement, and that no score or grade should be taken as completely accurate.  Perhaps one score awarded to an essay would be given another grade by another teacher, or the same teacher will award a different score to the same work at another time.  Similarly, students often perform differently under varying circumstances.  Teachers must be ready to change their minds as more evidence about student achievement is accumulated.
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Sample Rubrics

Generic Pre-AP Literature Rubric

9 – 8
Superior papers specific in their references, cogent in their definitions, and free of plot summary that is not relevant to the question.  These essays need not be without flaws, but they demonstrate the writer’s ability to discuss a literary work with insight and understanding and to control a wide range of the elements of effective composition.  At all times they stay focused on the prompt, providing specific support—mostly through direct quotations—and connecting scholarly commentary to the overall meaning.

7 – 6
These papers are less thorough, less perceptive, or less specific than 9-8 papers.  They are well-written but with less maturity and control.  While they demonstrate the writer’s ability to analyze a literary work, they reveal a more limited understanding and less stylistic maturity than do the papers in the 9-8 range.

5
Safe and “plastic,” superficiality characterizes these essays.  Discussion of meaning may be formulaic, mechanical, or inadequately related to the chosen details.  Typically, these essays reveal simplistic thinking and/or immature writing.  They usually demonstrate inconsistent control over the elements of composition and are not as well conceived, organized, or developed as upper-half papers.  However, the writing is sufficient to convey the writer’s ideas, stays mostly focused on the prompt, and contains at least some effort to produce analysis, whether direct or indirect.

4 – 3
Discussion is likely to be unpersuasive, perfunctory, underdeveloped, or misguided.  The meaning deduced may be inaccurate or insubstantial and not clearly related to the question.  Part of the question may be omitted altogether.  The writing may convey the writer’s ideas, but it reveals weak control over such elements as diction, organization, syntax, or grammar.  Typically, these essays contain significant misinterpretations of the question or the work they discuss; they may also contain little, if any, supporting evidence, and practice paraphrase and plot summary at the expense of analysis.

2 – 1
These essays compound the weakness of essays in the 4-3 range and are frequently unacceptably brief.  They are poorly written on several counts, including many distracting errors in grammar and mechanics.  Although the writer may have made some effort to answer the question, the views presented have little clarity or coherence.

General Pre-AP Language Prose Rubric

9 – 8
Papers meriting these scores persuasively demonstrate a clear understanding of ___’s attitude (the theme, the speaker’s tone, the author’s purpose, etc.) toward ___ and analyze with appropriate detail how he/she employs narrative elements to convey it.  Papers in this category aptly support what they have to say and demonstrate stylistic maturity by an effective command of sentence structure, diction, and organization.  The writing reveals an ability to choose from and control a wide range of the elements of effective writing, but it need not be error-free.

7 – 6
Essays earning these scores reveal an understanding of ___ (see above) through an analysis of some of the important narrative (or expository, persuasive, argumentative) elements he/she uses to suggest attitude.  These papers typically discuss the speaker’s presentation with less understanding or with less persuasive detail than the best papers.  Some lapses in diction or syntax may exist, but the writing demonstrates sufficient control of the elements of composition to present the writer’s ideas clearly.  The arguments in these essays may be sound but may be presented with less coherence or persuasive force than essays in the 9-8 range.

5
These essays show some understanding of ___ but draw piecemeal conclusions or inconsistently use narrative elements to relate his/her attitude (or other point).  They are adequately written but may demonstrate inconsistent control over the elements of composition.  Organization is evident but may not be fully realized or particularly effective.

4 – 3
Essays earning these scores do not respond adequately to the question’s tasks, often revealing one or more of these flaws:  a mere listing of several narrative elements; imprecise or ineffective analysis; a ___ focus on the ___ with little or no analysis of how ___ presents the scene and his attitude (or other point).  The writing is sufficient to convey the writer’s ideas but may suggest weak control over diction, syntax, or organization.  These essays may contain consistent spelling errors or some flaws in grammar.

2 – 1
These essays fail to respond adequately to the question’s tasks.  Although the writer attempts to answer the question, the response exhibits little clarity about the writer’s attitude or only slight or misguided evidence in its support.  They often reveal a fundamental misunderstanding of the ___ situation or of his/her attitude (or other point) toward it.  These essays may be poorly written on several counts, be unpersuasively brief, or present only assertions without substantive evidence.  They may reveal consistent weaknesses in grammar or other basic elements of composition. 

Written Composition Rubric

Excellent  - _____ score

· Ideas expressed are insightful and confident

· Support it precise and thoughtfully selected

· A perceptive response to the task is demonstrated

· The writing is skillfully structured and fluent

· Diction is appropriate and effective

· Syntax is controlled and varied

· The relative absence of error is impressive 

· Minor errors do not detract from the effectiveness of communication

Proficient - _____ score
· Ideas expressed are thoughtful  

· Support is relevant and purposeful

· A competent response to the task is demonstrated

· The writing is clear and generally fluent

· Diction is appropriate and specific

· Syntax is controlled

· Minor errors do not reduce the clarity of communication

Satisfactory - _____ score

· Ideas expressed are appropriate
· Support is straightforward and matter-of-fact
· A satisfactory response to the task is demonstrated
· The writing is clear
· Diction is adequate but tends to be general rather than specific
· Syntax is generally straightforward
· Despite minor errors, the student demonstrates control of conventions
Poor - _____ score

· Ideas are only marginally relevant and are largely undeveloped

· Support is inappropriate or lacking

· Such writing may be frustrating for the reader

· The writing may be unclear and/or ineffective

· Diction is inappropriate and/or imprecise

· Syntax is immature and/or awkward

· Errors indicate a lack of control of conventions

Oral Presentation Rubric

Excellent - _____ score

· knowledge is complete and accurate
· message is organized well
· uses effective vocabulary
· delivery enhances message
· eye contact is maintained
· language is used to enhance meaning
Proficient - _____ score

· knowledge is mostly complete and accurate

· message is organized

· uses appropriate vocabulary

· uses appropriate volume and tone

· some eye contact

· language is used to convey meaning

Satisfactory - _____ score

· knowledge is somewhat complete and accurate

· message is mostly organized

· uses a mixture of appropriate and inappropriate vocabulary

· uses a mixture of appropriate and inappropriate volume and tone

· little eye contact

· language is used to convey somewhat distorted meaning

Limited - _____ score

· knowledge is incomplete or inaccurate

· message is somewhat disorganized

· uses inappropriate vocabulary

· attempts to adjust volume and tone

· eye contact is intermittent

· language is used to convey little meaning 

Poor - _____ score

· insufficient content
· message is disorganized
· much inappropriate vocabulary
· inappropriate volume and speaks in monotone
· avoids eye contact
· language usage is poor

Visual Presentation Rubric

Evidence of Effective Planning – 20 points



_____

· topic clearly focused

· organized in meaningful, easy-to-follow structure

· use of outline, note pages evident

· introduction and conclusion included

Content/Knowledge of Content – 50 points


_____

· content is specific, accurate

· student speaks extemporaneously about topic

· student is not merely reading from material

Visual Appeal – 10 points





_____

· text, graphics, sound, etc. are clear and unique

· text is an appropriate length

· material is readable

· there is evidence of proof reading

Oral Delivery – 20 points





_____

· good eye contact maintained

· acceptable timing

· body language

· appropriate voice tone and pitch

· enthusiasm

Total =       /100

Argument Analysis Essay Rubric

9
This essay meets all of the criteria for an 8 essay, but in addition, it is particularly full or apt in its analysis or it demonstrates stylistic command in communicating the author’s assertion and then in analyzing that assertion.  This essay skillfully presents ideas.

8
This essay effectively analyzes the argument.  The analysis captures the author’s purpose and cogently discusses the effect of devices on the argument.  The prose demonstrates the writer’s control of a wide range of elements of effective writing and organization.  The essay is well-organized and communicates the writer’s intentions without any doubt about or vacillation from the points made.

7
This essay meets the same criteria of a 6, but it also has a fuller analysis and a stronger prose style.  The writer shows command of the ideas presented and is on the way to fuller analysis and development.

6
This essay adequately analyzes arguments and accompanying rhetorical devices and connects the two.  It effectively challenges, qualifies, or defends the argument and discusses appropriate examples of the most noted and obvious reinforcement of the assertion.  This essay has a skeletal analysis.

5
This essay adequately analyzes the argument but development is limited and inconsistent.  A development has been started, but it soon turns to summary.  If any rhetorical devices are mentioned, they are not developed.  There are a few lapses in the writer’s diction and syntax, but the writer’s ideas are conveyed clearly.

4
This essay responds inadequately to the question or task.  It may analyze the devices instead of the argument, or it may summarize the argument and paraphrase it.  This essay has inconsistent organization, diction, and/or syntax.

3
This essay meets the same criteria of a 4, but it particularly lacks perception in its attempt to analyze argument.  It is inconsistent in its control over the elements of writing.

2
This essay has little or no success in analyzing an argument.  It paraphrases instead of analyzes.  There are consistent grammar problems and it lacks in other basics of composition.

1
This essay is particularly simplistic in its response to the passage.  It may be extremely weak in its control of language.

It is important to realize that assessment is not an adjunct to the instructional process, but rather an integral part of it.  





While teachers’ objectives might be clearly stated, not until achievement has been evaluated do the students really know what is expected.  Similarly, not until achievement has been evaluated do the teachers know how well they are doing.  





Teachers at the outset of lesson planning must have a clear idea of what they are seeking to teach their learners.  This idea should influence the activities used in instruction and assessment.








Knowing that there is always more to a text than meets the eye can help younger readers mature into better readers, and the better the reader, the better the writer.  





…the analytical multiple-choice question . . . is designed to examine specific elements in a given text, and, as a set of questions, to move from the most basic level—comprehension of words or phrases in context, identification of grammatical antecedent—through the recognition of structural patterns, rhetorical procedures, and figures of speech, to the recognition of interpretation of imagery, tone, purpose, genre, and theme. (168)








   Teachers must give students ample practice in producing substantive work.








Teachers who hold to this myth [that grading means marking up a paper] liberally use the abbreviations, awk, frag, sp, ww with numeral equivalents for every mistake.  They play the game “take-away,” subtracting not only points but also self-esteem, security of expression, and love of writing.  In some instances the resulting grade can be a negative one. (452)








If the teacher insists on believing and practicing [the above] myth, then it does take a long time to grade each and every error.  This grading is called ‘atomistic’ because not even the tiniest slip-up of the most minute mistake escapes the watchful eye of the red pen of the teacher. 





But time does not have to be the ogre of grading writing.  When teachers incorporate all the strategies and pedagogies associated with writing as a process, students’ papers go through many drafts, peer groupings, teacher conferences and some type of final editing.  During that process, most, if not all, of the stylistic infelicities are corrected by the writer. 


This means the teacher may spend time considering the quality of the content, the organization, and the rhetoric of the writing.  Further, the teacher who grades the paper will interact with the paper’s meaning.  (453)





Assessment in Pre-AP English is for evaluation, and not for exclusion.








Grades should indicate the quality of the learning and of the teaching as well.  They should not be used as weapons or prohibitions to exclude certain youngsters from Pre-AP English programs.





Whenever we say, “If you do this, I’ll give you that,” we devalue this. . . . [B]y offering the reward of treats for what is simply reasonable behaviors, we undermine the satisfaction inherent in completing tasks for their own sake. . . By offering extrinsic incentives for completing a challenging novel, we inadvertently send students the message that no one would read this book simply for pleasure.  (26–7)








Research shows that when the curriculum is engaging and meaningful to students, there is no need to treat them as pets, to reward them with an A for doing what they are told with books they otherwise would not want to touch.  (27)








Rubrics are essential in evaluating essays.





 Teachers must be aware that there are errors of measurement, and that no score or grade should be taken as completely accurate.  








