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Introduction
Seeing into the Minds of Students

In a way, editors are in the assessment game, scrutinizing authors’ work
with an eye to selecting the best manuscripts and improving on them, if
possible. Sometimes writers tell us that we “read their minds” because
we helped them polish their final manuscript. But an editor’s kind of
assessment is a far cry from the way teachers examine students’ work.

Teachers have something else in mind when they use what they
call “formative assessment.” Their primary aim is to read students, not
articles. They assess their students’ work to learn what their students
know and can do, with the main purpose being to help students to learn
on their own.

The practice of assessment has always been part of a teacher’s
repertoire, but formative assessment has come into its own in the past
decade. That’s one of the reasons we gathered this assortment of essen-
tial articles on formative assessment and feedback, which pulls together
some of the best—and most clicked on—articles on these topics that
Educational Leadership has published.

The articles provide insights into the purpose of formative assess-
ment (Guskey; Tomlinson); the principles to follow for giving the most
effective feedback (Wiggins; Hattie; Brookhart; Dweck); and multiple
strategies for using effective formative assessment in daily lessons
(Wiliam, Duckor, Chappuis, Fisher and Frey, Dueck, and Grdina).

1
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On Formative Assessment

These authors tell fellow educators about how to use formative
assessment to shape the next phase of instruction and how to look
for patterns in students’ assessments and assignments—the mistakes
students frequently make, the signals that tell what individuals need,
what groups of kids need, what the whole class needs. And they pres-
ent excellent advice about how to make your feedback more apt to be
heard and acted upon by your students.

Whether you are a new or experienced teacher, a school leader,
ateacher educator, or a member of a professional learning community,
we hope this collection of articles will help you reflect on ways to use
assessment to more powerfully boost learning. And be sure to look for
new articles in Educational Leadership each month as we present the
best thinkers in education about topics of most interest to educators.
If you have time, we welcome your feedback, too!

—Marge Scherer
Editor in Chief, Educational Leadership
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Seven Keys to Effective Feedback

Grant Wiggins

Advice, evaluation, grades—none of these provide the descriptive
information that students need to reach their goals. What
18 true feedback—and how can it improve learning?

Who would dispute the idea that feedback is a good thing? Both com-
mon sense and research make it clear: Formative assessment, consist-
ing of lots of feedback and opportunities to use that feedback, enhances
performance and achievement.

Yet even John Hattie (2008), whose decades of research revealed
that feedback was among the most powerful influences on achieve-
ment, acknowledges that he has “struggled to understand the concept”
(p- 173). And many writings on the subject don’t even attempt to define
the term. To improve formative assessment practices among both teach-
ers and assessment designers, we need to look more closely at just what
feedback is—and isn't.

What Is Feedback, Anyway?

The term feedback is often used to describe all kinds of comments made
after the fact, including advice, praise, and evaluation. But none of these
are feedback, strictly speaking.

24
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Basically, feedback is information about how we are doing in our
efforts to reach a goal. I hit a tennis ball with the goal of keeping it in
the court, and I see where it lands—in or out. I tell a joke with the goal
of making people laugh, and I observe the audience’s reaction—they
laugh loudly or barely snicker. I teach a lesson with the goal of engaging
students, and I see that some students have their eyes riveted on me
while others are nodding off.

Here are some other examples of feedback:

e A friend tells me, “You know, when you put it that way and
speak in that softer tone of voice, it makes me feel better.”

e A reader comments on my short story, “The first few para-
graphs kept my full attention. The scene painted was vivid
and interesting. But then the dialogue became hard to follow;
as a reader, I was confused about who was talking, and the
sequence of actions was puzzling, so I became less engaged.”

¢ A baseball coach tells me, “Each time you swung and missed,
you raised your head as you swung so you didn’t really have
your eye on the ball. On the one you hit hard, you kept your
head down and saw the ball.”

Note the difference between these three examples and the first three I
cited—the tennis stroke, the joke, and the student responses to teach-
ing. In the first group, I only had to take note of the tangible effect of
my actions, keeping my goals in mind. No one volunteered feedback,
but there was still plenty of feedback to get and use. The second group
of examples all involved the deliberate, explicit giving of feedback by
other people.

Whether the feedback was in the observable effects or from other
people, in every case the information received was not advice, nor was
the performance evaluated. No one told me as a performer what to do
differently or how “good” or “bad” my results were. (You might think
that the reader of my writing was judging my work, but look at the
words used again: She simply played back the effect my writing had
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on her as areader.) Nor did any of the three people tell me what to do
(which is what many people erroneously think feedback is—advice).
Guidance would be premature; I first need to receive feedback on what
I did or didn’t do that would warrant such advice.

In all six cases, information was conveyed about the effects of
my actions as related to a goal. The information did not include value
judgments or recommendations on how to improve. (For examples
of information that is often falsely viewed as feedback, see Figure 3.1
below and Figure 3.2 on p. 30.)

Decades of education research support the idea that by teaching
less and providing more feedback, we can produce greater learning (see
Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 2000; Hattie, 2008; Marzano, Pickering,

Figure 3.1: Feedback vs. Advice

» You need more examples in your report.
» You might want to use a lighter baseball bat.
» You should have included some Essential Questions in your unit plan.

These three statements are not feedback; they're advice. Such advice out
of the blue seems at best tangential and at worst unhelpful and annoying.
Unless it is preceded by descriptive feedback, the natural response of the
performer is to wonder, “Why are you suggesting this?"”

As coaches, teachers, and parents, we too often jump right to advice
without first ensuring that the learner has sought, grasped, and tentatively
accepted the feedback on which the advice is based. By doing so, we
often unwittingly end up unnerving learners. Students become increasingly
insecure about their own judgment and dependent on the advice of
experts—and therefore in a panic about what to do when varied advice
comes from different people or no advice is available at all.

If your ratio of advice to feedback is too high, try asking the learner,
“Given the feedback, do you have some ideas about how to improve?”
This approach will build greater autonomy and confidence over the long
haul. Once they are no longer rank novices, performers can often self-
advise if asked to.
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& Pollock, 2001). Compare the typical lecture-driven course, which
often produces less-than-optimal learning, with the peer instruction
model developed by Eric Mazur (2009) at Harvard. He hardly lectures
at all to his 200 introductory physics students; instead, he gives them
problems to think about individually and then discuss in small groups.
This system, he writes, “provides frequent and continuous feedback (to
both the students and the instructor) about the level of understanding of
the subject being discussed” (p. 51), producing gains in both conceptual
understanding of the subject and problem-solving skills. Less “teach-
ing,” more feedback equals better results.

Feedback Essentials

Whether feedback is just there to be grasped or is provided by another
person, helpful feedback is goal-referenced; tangible and transparent;
actionable; user-friendly (specific and personalized); timely; ongoing;
and consistent.

Goal-Referenced

Effective feedback requires that a person has a goal, takes action to
achieve the goal, and receives goal-related information about his or
her actions. I told a joke—why? To make people laugh. I wrote a story
to engage the reader with vivid language and believable dialogue that
captures the characters’ feelings. I went up to bat to get a hit. If I am
not clear on my goals or if I fail to pay attention to them, I cannot get
helpful feedback (nor am I likely to achieve my goals).

Information becomes feedback if, and only if, I am trying to cause
something and the information tells me whether I am on track or need
to change course. If some joke or aspect of my writing isn’t working—a
revealing, nonjudgmental phrase—I need to know.

Note that in everyday situations, goals are often implicit, although
fairly obvious to everyone. I don’t need to announce when telling the
joke that my aim is to make you laugh. But in school, learners are often
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unclear about the specific goal of a task or lesson, so it is crucial to
remind them about the goal and the criteria by which they should self-
assess. For example, a teacher might say,

The point of this writing task is for you to make readers laugh. So,
when rereading your draft or getting feedback from peers, ask, How
funny is this? Where might it be funnier?

As you prepare a table poster to display the findings of your
science project, remember that the aim is to interest people in your
work as well as to describe the facts you discovered through your
experiment. Self-assess your work against those two criteria using these
rubrics. The science fair judges will do likewise.

Tangible and Transparent

Any useful feedback system involves not only a clear goal, but also
tangible results related to the goal. People laugh, chuckle, or don’t
laugh at each joke; students are highly attentive, somewhat attentive,
or inattentive to my teaching.

Even as little children, we learn from such tangible feedback.
That’s how we learn to walk; to hold a spoon; and to understand that
certain words magically yield food, drink, or a change of clothes from
big people. The best feedback is so tangible that anyone who has a goal
can learn from it.

Alas, far too much instructional feedback is opaque, as revealed
in a true story a teacher told me years ago. A student came up to her at
year’s end and said, “Miss Jones, you kept writing this same word on my
English papers all year, and I still don’t know what it means.” “What’s
the word?” she asked. “Vag-00,” he said. (The word was vague!)

Sometimes, even when the information is tangible and transpar-
ent, the performers don’t obtain it—either because they don’t look for
it or because they are too busy performing to focus on the effects. In
sports, novice tennis players or batters often don’t realize that they’re
taking their eyes off the ball; they often protest, in fact, when that feed-
back is given. (Constantly yelling “Keep your eye on the ball!” rarely
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works.) And we have all seen how new teachers are sometimes so busy
concentrating on “teaching” that they fail to notice that few students
are listening or learning.

That’s why, in addition to feedback from coaches or other able
observers, video or audio recordings can help us perceive things that
we may not perceive as we perform; and by extension, such recordings
help us learn to look for difficult-to-perceive but vital information. I
recommend that all teachers videotape their own classes at least once
a month. It was a transformative experience for me when I did it as a
beginning teacher. Concepts that had been crystal clear to me when
I was teaching seemed opaque and downright confusing on tape—
captured also in the many quizzical looks of my students, which I had
missed in the moment.

Actionable

Effective feedback is concrete, specific, and useful; it provides action-
able information. Thus, “Good job!” and “You did that wrong” and
B+ are not feedback at all. We can easily imagine the learners asking
themselves in response to these comments, What specifically should I
do more or less of next time, based on this information? No idea. They
don’t know what was “good” or “wrong” about what they did.

Actionable feedback must also be accepted by the performer.
Many so-called feedback situations lead to arguments because the giv-
ers are not sufficiently descriptive; they jump to an inference from the
data instead of simply presenting the data. For example, a supervisor
may make the unfortunate but common mistake of stating that “many
students were bored in class.” That’s a judgment, not an observation. It
would have been far more useful and less debatable had the supervisor
said something like, “I counted ongoing inattentive behaviors in 12 of
the 25 students once the lecture was underway. The behaviors included
texting under desks, passing notes, and making eye contact with other
students. However, after the small-group exercise began, I saw such
behavior in only one student.”
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Figure 3.2: Feedback vs. Evaluation and Grades

» Good work!

» This is a weak paper.

» You got a C on your presentation.
» I'm so pleased by your poster!

These comments make a value judgment. They rate, evaluate, praise, or
criticize what was done. There is little or no feedback here—no actionable
information about what occurred. As performers, we only know that
someone else placed a high or low value on what we did.

How might we recast these comments to be useful feedback? Tip: Always
add a mental colon after each statement of value. For example,

e "Good work: Your use of words was more precise in this paper than
in the last one, and | saw the scenes clearly in my mind'’s eye.”

e “This is a weak paper: Almost from the first sentence, | was
confused as to your initial thesis and the evidence you provide for it.
In the second paragraph you propose a different thesis, and in the
third paragraph you don't offer evidence, just beliefs.”

You'll soon find that you can drop the evaluative language; it serves no
useful function.

The most ubiquitous form of evaluation, grading, is so much a part of
the school landscape that we easily overlook its utter uselessness as
actionable feedback. Grades are here to stay, no doubt—but that doesn’t
mean we should rely on them as a major source of feedback.

Such care in offering neutral, goal-related facts is the whole point
of the clinical supervision of teaching and of good coaching more gener-
ally. Effective supervisors and coaches work hard to carefully observe
and comment on what they observed, based on a clear statement of
goals. That’s why I always ask when visiting a class, “What would you
like me to look for and perhaps count?” In my experience as a teacher
of teachers, I have always found such pure feedback to be accepted and
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welcomed. Effective coaches also know that in complex performance
situations, actionable feedback about what went right is as important
as feedback about what didn’t work.

User-Friendly

Even if feedback is specific and accurate in the eyes of experts or
bystanders, it is not of much value if the user cannot understand it or
is overwhelmed by it. Highly technical feedback will seem odd and
confusing to a novice. Describing a baseball swing to a 6-year-old in
terms of torque and other physics concepts will not likely yield a better
hitter. Too much feedback is also counterproductive; better to help the
performer concentrate on only one or two key elements of performance
than to create a buzz of information coming in from all sides.

Expert coaches uniformly avoid overloading performers with
too much or too technical information. They tell the performers one
important thing they noticed that, if changed, will likely yield immediate
and noticeable improvement (“I was confused about who was talking
in the dialogue you wrote in this paragraph”). They don'’t offer advice
until they make sure the performer understands the importance of
what they saw.

Timely

In most cases, the sooner I get feedback, the better. I don’t want to wait
for hours or days to find out whether my students were attentive and
whether they learned, or which part of my written story works and
which part doesn’t. I say “in most cases” to allow for situations like play-
ing a piano piece in a recital. I don’t want my teacher or the audience
barking out feedback as I perform. That’s why it is more precise to say
that good feedback is “timely” rather than “immediate.”

A great problem in education, however, is untimely feedback.
Vital feedback on key performances often comes days, weeks, or even
months after the performance—think of writing and handing in papers
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or getting back results on standardized tests. As educators, we should
work overtime to figure out ways to ensure that students get more
timely feedback and opportunities to use it while the attempt and
effects are still fresh in their minds.

Before you say that this is impossible, remember that feedback
does not need to come only from the teacher, or even from people at
all. Technology is one powerful tool—part of the power of computer-
assisted learning is unlimited, timely feedback and opportunities to
use it. Peer review is another strategy for managing the load to ensure
lots of timely feedback; it’'s essential, however, to train students to do
small-group peer review to high standards, without immature criticisms
or unhelpful praise.

Ongoing

Adjusting our performance depends on not only receiving feedback but
also having opportunities to use it. What makes any assessment in edu-
cation formative is not merely that it precedes summative assessments,
but that the performer has opportunities, if results are less than optimal,
to reshape the performance to better achieve the goal. In summative
assessment, the feedback comes too late; the performance is over.

Thus, the more feedback I can receive in real time, the better my
ultimate performance will be. This is how all highly successful com-
puter games work. If you play Angry Birds, Halo, Guitar Hero, or Tetris,
you know that the key to substantial improvement is that the feedback
is both timely and ongoing. When you fail, you can immediately start
over—sometimes even right where you left off—to get another oppor-
tunity to receive and learn from the feedback. (This powerful feedback
loop is also user-friendly. Games are built to reflect and adapt to our
changing need, pace, and ability to process information.)

It is telling, too, that performers are often judged on their ability
to adjust in light of feedback. The ability to quickly adapt one’s perfor-
mance is a mark of all great achievers and problem solvers in a wide

ADVANCE UNCORRECTED COPY—NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION



Seven Keys to Effective Feedback

33

array of fields. Or, as many little league coaches say, “The problem is
not making errors; you will all miss many balls in the field, and that’s
part of learning. The problem is when you don’t learn from the errors.”

Consistent

To be useful, feedback must be consistent. Clearly, performers can
only adjust their performance successfully if the information fed back
to them is stable, accurate, and trustworthy. In education, that means
teachers have to be on the same page about what high-quality work is.
Teachers need to look at student work together, becoming more con-
sistent over time and formalizing their judgments in highly descriptive
rubrics supported by anchor products and performances. By extension,
if we want student-to-student feedback to be more helpful, students
have to be trained to be consistent the same way we train teachers,
using the same exemplars and rubrics.

Progress Toward a Goal

In light of these key characteristics of helpful feedback, how can
schools most effectively use feedback as part of a system of formative
assessment? The key is to gear feedback to long-term goals.

Let’s look at how this works in sports. My daughter runs the mile
in track. At the end of each lap in races and practice races, the coaches
yell out split times (the times for each lap) and bits of feedback (“You're
not swinging your arms!” “You're on pace for 5:15”), followed by advice
(“Pick it up—you need to take two seconds off this next lap to get in
under 5:10!).

My daughter and her teammates are getting feedback (and advice)
about how they are performing now compared with their final desired
time. My daughter’s goal is to run a 5:00 mile. She has already run 5:09.
Her coach is telling her that at the pace she just ran in the first lap, she
is unlikely even to meet her best time so far this season, never mind
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her long-term goal. Then, he tells her something descriptive about her
current performance (she’s not swinging her arms) and gives her a brief
piece of concrete advice (take two seconds off the next lap) to make
achievement of the goal more likely.

The ability to improve one’s result depends on the ability to adjust
one’s pace in light of ongoing feedback that measures performance
against a concrete, long-term goal. But this isn’t what most school
district “pacing guides” and grades on “formative” tests tell you. They
yield a grade against recent objectives taught, not useful feedback
against the final performance standards. Instead of informing teachers
and students at an interim date whether they are on track to achieve
a desired level of student performance by the end of the school year,
the guide and the test grade just provide a schedule for the teacher to
follow in delivering content and a grade on that content. It’s as if at the
end of the first lap of the mile race, My daughter’s coach simply yelled
out, “B+ on that lap!”

The advice for how to change this sad situation should be clear:
Score student work in the fall and winter against spring standards,
use more pre-and post-assessments to measure progress toward these
standards, and do the item analysis to note what each student needs to
work on for better future performance.

“But There’s No Time!”

Although the universal teacher lament that there’s no time for such
feedback is understandable, remember that “no time to give and use
feedback” actually means “no time to cause learning.” As we have
seen, research shows that less teaching plus more feedback is the key
to achieving greater learning. And there are numerous ways—through
technology, peers, and other teachers—that students can get the feed-
back they need.
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So try it out. Less teaching, more feedback. Less feedback that
comes only from you, and more tangible feedback designed into the
performance itself.
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Feed Up, Back, Forward
Douglas Fisher and Nancy Frey

Teacher response is only one part of an effective
JSeedback system. We must also set clear learning
goals and let data influence instruction.

Like the sailors in Samuel Coleridge’s poem “The Rime of the Ancient
Mariner” who see “water, water everywhere, nor any drop to drink,”
teachers often feel awash in a resource that is of little help. Teachers
have more assessment data about individual students at their fingertips
than we could have imagined a decade ago. Unlike saltwater to a thirsty
mariner, the data are of course highly usable resources for teachers. Yet
many feel unable to “drink” the data around them because they don’t
have a system for processing it.

We recently saw a teacher collect literacy assessment data on her
iPhone and then upload the scores instantly into the school’s computer.
It was impressive. When we asked how she planned to use this infor-
mation, however, the teacher replied, “It’s just a benchmark test I'm
required to give; I don’t really use the data.” Therein lies the problem:
A resource that could significantly enhance teaching and learning is
left unused.

87
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The solution is twofold. First, educators have to understand the
three components of any powerful feedback system. Second, we have
to align the multiple measures we use to create a coherent system of
data collection, analysis, and instruction that responds to data in a way
that lifts student achievement.

What Makes a Strong Feedback System?

Feedback is a powerful way to affect student achievement (Hattie &
Timperley, 2007). Research consistently ranks feedback as among the
strongest interventions at teachers’ disposal (Kluger & DeNisi, 1996).
But feedback is a complex construct with at least three distinct com-
ponents, which we call feed up, feed back, and feed forward. To fully
implement a feedback system, teachers must use all three.

Feed Up: Clarify the Goal

The first component of an effective feedback system involves establish-
ing a clear purpose. When students understand the ultimate goal, they
are more likely to focus on the learning tasks at hand. Establishing a
purpose is also crucial to a feedback system because when teachers
have a clear overall purpose, they can align their various assessments.
For example, when it’s clear that the purpose of a unit is to compare
insects and arthropods, students know what to expect and the teacher
can plan readings, collaborative projects, investigations, and assess-
ments to ensure that students focus on content related to this goal.

Feed Back: Respond to Student Work

The individual responses teachers give students about their work
are the second component of a good feedback system, and the one
that is most commonly recognized. These responses should directly
relate to the learning goal. The best feedback provides students with
information about their progress—or lack of it—toward that goal and

ADVANCE UNCORRECTED COPY—NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION



Feed Up, Back, Forward

89

suggests actions they can take to come closer to the expected standard
(Brookhart, 2008). Ideally, teachers give feedback as students complete
discrete tasks that are part of a larger project so that students can use
teachers’ suggestions to better master content and improve their per-
formance on the larger project.

For example, in a unit on writing high-quality introductions, a
teacher gave students multiple opportunities to introduce topics using
such techniques as beginning with a question or startling statistic,
leading off with an anecdote, and so on. The teacher provided students
feedback on each introduction they wrote so students could revise that
introduction and use the suggestions to improve their next attempt.
Rather than simply noting mechanical errors, the teacher acknowl-
edged areas of success and highlighted things students might focus
on sharpening.

Feed Forward: Modify Instruction

This formative aspect of a feedback system is often left out. In an
effective feedback system, teachers use assessment data to plan future
instruction; hence the term feed forward. As teachers look at student
work, whether from a checking-for-understanding task or a common
formative assessment, they use what they learn to modify their teach-
ing. This demands greater flexibility in lesson planning because it means
that teachers can’t simply implement a set series of lessons.

For example, student groups in one 3rd grade class we observed
each completed a collaborative poster in response to a word problem.
Students had to answer the questions in each problem using words,
numbers, and pictures. A typical problem read, “Six students are sit-
ting at each table in the lunchroom. There are 23 tables. How many
students are in the lunchroom?” Nearly every group got the wrong
answer to its problem. Given this information, the teacher knew she
needed to provide more modeling to the entire class on how to solve
word problems.
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Another teacher noted that six of his students regularly capital-
ized random words in sentences. Mauricio, for example, incorrectly
capitalized fun, very, and challenge. Considering that the other students
were not making this error, the teacher knew that a whole-class inter-
vention was unnecessary. Instead, he provided additional instruction
for the six students who consistently capitalized at random.

Moving Toward Alignment

For a feedback system to be informative, all measures must align with
one another to present a rich portrait of how students are progressing
toward a common goal. For example, daily checking-for-understanding
practices should contribute to a teacher’s understanding of how stu-
dents will perform with similar material in a unit, in a course, and on
state assessments. The following practices form a system of assessment
experiences that allow for feeding up, feeding back, and feeding forward.

Check for Understanding

At the core of daily teaching is the ability to check for understanding
in such a way that teachers learn how to help students. Fostering oral
language and using questioning techniques aid this kind of informed
check-in (Fisher & Frey, 2007). The evidence on using student talk as a
mechanism for learning is compelling; in classrooms with higher rates
and levels of student talk, more students excel academically (Stichter,
Stormont, & Lewis, 2009).

Language frames help stimulate academic talk in the classroom
and also help gauge students’ understanding of concepts. Language
frames are cloze statements that provide students with the academic
language necessary to explain, justify, clarify, and ask for evidence.

In a mathematics lesson, Ms. Kelly introduced her 1st grade Eng-
lish language learners to the language frame “The __is_ -erthan
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the __ ”"tohelp them contrast the relative size of two objects, a math
standard in Ms. Kelly’s district. Using a feedup strategy, she explained
that the students’ purpose was to approximate the size of two objects.
She then had the students, in pairs, practice making sentences using
this language frame in several different contexts.

On the day we observed Ms. Kelly'’s class, student pairs were using
this frame to compare the sizes of different animals on laminated cards.
When Joseph, one of the students, said, “The snake is wider than the
duck,” his partner Mario asked, “Is the snake wider or narrower than
the duck?” to cue Joseph to rethink his answer.

Ms. Kelly let the boys know they needed to approximate more
accurately and asked each boy to show the width of each animal with
two hands spread apart. Joseph could gesture correctly but could not
accurately convert his knowledge to spoken language. Ms. Kelly under-
stood that the barrier was language and not the measurement concept,
so she concentrated on reteaching the language frame until Joseph
could use it correctly (the feed-forward element).

Questioning is vital to checking for understanding, especially as
it pertains to giving feedback on incorrect responses. When faced with
a student error, we should remind ourselves that the answer usually
makes sense to the student and reflects what he or she knows and
does not know at the moment. We can rapidly form a hypothesis about
what the student might no¢ know to provide a prompt that will help that
student achieve the needed understanding. Walsh and Sattes (2005)
suggest these follow-up prompts:

e Words or phrases that foster recall (“Think about the role of
hydrogen”).

e Overt reminders to trigger memory (“The word begins with d”).

¢ Probes that elicit the reasoning behind the answer to identify
knowledge gaps (“What led you to think the character would
do that?”)
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e A reworded question that reduces language demands. For
example, instead of asking a student to “identify the role of
tectonic plates in earth geophysical systems,” the teacher
might say, “Earthquakes and volcanoes have something in
common,; let’s talk about that.”

Use Common Assessments

In addition to providing a way to check daily for understanding, an
aligned system includes common formative assessments that enable
teachers to coordinate with other teachers in their grade level or depart-
ment. These assessments are usually based on units of instruction and
become part of the pacing guide for each course. Such benchmark
assessments gauge increments of student performance and provide
teachers with data that spur conversation about instructional and cur-
ricular design.

We recommend that teachers meet in advance of teaching a unit
to develop common formative assessments. The assessment items
teachers select should be geared to diagnose specific kinds of learning
so that teachers can discuss any misconceptions students still hold
after instruction and recognize patterns among students (Fisher, Grant,
Frey, & Johnson, 2007). Teachers should meet as soon as possible
after they score each assessment to discuss the relationship between
the results and teachers’ instruction and to plan next steps (the feed-
forward component).

Partial conceptual understanding is a common cause of incorrect
responses. For example, Ms. Goldstein’s English as a second language
class was studying affixes in preparation for a benchmark assessment.
Ms. Goldstein explained that the lesson’s purpose was to analyze new
vocabulary words (feed up). Omar incorrectly identified in- as the
prefix for interlude. Rather than simply supply Omar with the correct
answer and move on, Ms. Goldstein asked him what the prefixes in- and
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inter- meant and received a correct reply. “Could the root be “-lude,’ or
is it “terlude’?” Ms. Goldstein questioned. Omar stayed with his initial
incorrect answer, so she tried again, asking Omar’s small group, “Is the
prefix in- or inter-? I'll let you figure it out” (providing feedback that
something needed to be figured out).

Omar’s group talked about the two meanings and how they would
affect the overall word. Ms. Goldstein checked a few minutes later on
whether Omar and his group had arrived at the correct answer.

After the English as a second language department administered
its common formative assessment on affixes, Ms. Goldstein remarked,
“Inoticed some students in my class getting similar prefixes like in- and
inter- confused. This was a pattern in all our classes. How can we teach
look-alike prefixes more effectively?” The teachers decided to develop
a Jeopardy-style game that included easily confounded affixes to give
students practice.

Identify Competencies

Although unit-based formative assessments are valuable benchmarks to
inform teachers’ instruction, they offer students only snapshots of their
progress. Learners need a system to measure their own attainment of
course goals. Goals should be a balance of short-term (“I'm going to ask
good questions today”) and long-term (“I'll pass biology”); however, the
gap between short-term and long-term goals can be overwhelming. Cre-
ating a system of specific competencies that students should achieve in
a course and a series of assessments that measure those competencies
and provide clear feedback enable students to measure their progress
through any course.

Grade-level teams or departments usually specify course compe-
tencies and corresponding assignments. Competencies should reflect
the state standards while offering students an array of ways to dem-
onstrate mastery, not just paper-and-pencil tasks. The competency
assessments should be numerous enough that students can adequately
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gauge their own progress at attaining competencies; generally 7 to 10
per academic year is best.

Ninth and 10th grade English teachers at one high school devised
a series of 10 competency assessments for their common courses.
These included four essays based on schoolwide essential questions,
two literary response essays, an oral language assessment that included
retelling a story and delivering a dramatic monologue, a poetry portfo-
lio, and tests on persuasive writing techniques and summarizing.

These teachers designed a two-week unit on plagiarizing that, as
they explained to students in a “feed-up” message, would help them
write their formal essays. The teachers developed a common forma-
tive assessment that measured how well students could cite informa-
tion from a newspaper article, a Web site, a book with two or more
authors, and an interview. The results indicated that even after studying
plagiarism, many students still couldn’t correctly cite online sources.
Knowing that students would need this competency to write their first
essay, teachers analyzed students’ incorrect answers and retaught the
specifics of this type of online citation accordingly.

Build Toward State Assessments

An aligned system of assessments should build toward helping stu-
dents do well on state tests that measure the progress of students
and schools. Although we do not believe a few weeks crammed with
test-prep worksheets are useful, we do believe that students should
understand that tests are a genre, one they are capable of mastering.
And we advocate assessment practices that build test wiseness by
giving students encounters with test formats in the context of mean-
ingful instruction.

For example, a math teacher might model thinking aloud as she
eliminates distractors on multiple-choice questions. When faced with
the problem 1/7 + 3/7 and three answer choices of 4/7, 3/7, and 4/14, the
teacher might say, “I see one of the choices has 14 as a denominator.
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But I know you don’t add the denominator when adding fractions so
that can’t be correct.” When teachers embed test-format practice within
daily checking for understanding, formative assessments, and course
competency exams, students acquire the stamina and skills they need
to score well on state assessments.

What the Mariner Teaches Us

“The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” is a cautionary tale about failing to
learn from one’s mistakes. The mariner was doomed to walk the earth
telling strangers that he had killed an albatross that had saved his ship
from disaster. If educators view data as a liability simply because we
don’t know what to do with that data, we risk ignoring something that
may help us. By viewing assessment as a system that gives us the power
to feed up, feed back, and feed forward, we can avoid mistaking help
for hindrance.

Editor’s note: All names are pseudonyms.
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Study Guide for
On Formative Assessment:
Readings from Educational Leadership

Naomi Thiers and Teresa Preston
Ideas to try out individually or in a study group.

If teachers are to guide students to learn, they need to know where stu-
dents are and what they need to do to improve. Likewise, if students are
going to learn, they need teacher feedback on their work. EL authors
offer lots of ideas for assessing students and giving feedback so they
can move forward in their learning.

Using Data

Thomas R. Guskey (“How Classroom Assessments Improve Learning”)
suggests that teachers use the results of assessments to reteach
what students got wrong. “This second chance helps determine the
effectiveness of the corrective instruction and offers students another
opportunity to experience success in learning,” he writes. Do you and
your colleagues use assessments for this purpose? What are the short-
and long-term drawbacks and benefits of using classroom assessments?

122
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The Purpose of Assessment

The title of Carol Ann Tomlinson’s article, “The Bridge Between
Today’s Lesson and Tomorrow’s,” expresses what formative assess-
ment should be. Such assessment must be aligned with each day’s
lessons; therefore, it’s unlikely to be available as part of a packaged
set of assessments given monthly or quarterly. Formative assessment

is a day-by-day endeavor.

e Describe your experiences with formative assessment. How
well have these assessments fit Tomlinson’s definition?

e Read through Tomlinson’s 10 principles for formative assess-
ment. Think of a time when you’ve seen one of the principles
applied particularly effectively—either in your classroom or
the classroom of a colleague. What effect did following this
principle have on teaching and learning?

e Choose one of the principles that you'd like to focus on in
the coming weeks. Make a plan for applying it to your own
teaching—or for encouraging its application among teachers
you lead.

¢ Tomlinson says that effective teachers are habitual students of
their students. How are you a student of your students? How
do you routinely gather information about your students, and
how do you use that information to plan instruction?

The Keys to Feedback

In his article, “Seven Keys to Effective Feedback,” Grant Wiggins writes
that feedback is not a value judgment, nor is it advice. Rather, feedback
is information about the progress a person is making toward a goal. It
might include direct observations of the direct results of one’s actions,
as when a tennis player observes whether she has kept the ball on the
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court. Or it may include observations from an outsider, as when a reader
tells a writer how an essay made him feel.

Read the following statements. Which ones fit Wiggins’ definition
of feedback?

e Your picture is so beautiful!

¢ You need to redo these three problems.

¢ [ had trouble understanding what you were saying at the start
of your speech.

e Next time, remember to run a spell-check before turning in
your paper.

e Why did you choose those examples to prove your point?

e You'll need to run faster on the next lap to beat your best time.

Wiggins says that effective feedback is goal-referenced, tangible and
transparent, actionable, user-friendly, timely, ongoing, and consistent.

e How well do you incorporate these seven keys to effective
feedback in your teaching? What are some strategies you use
to make sure your feedback includes these qualities?

e Which of these seven keys do you find most difficult to incor-
porate into your feedback? Choose one or two of these quali-
ties and develop a plan for incorporating that quality into your
feedback.

Feedback That Makes Students Think

In “How Am I Doing?” Jan Chappuis offers three examples of feed-
back that a teacher might give on a 10th grade social studies paper
(see Figure 6.3). The first is an example of feedback that does all the
thinking for the students; the second and third offer some guidance
but require students to identify and correct their own errors. How do
you respond to grammatical errors in student writing? How do you
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think your students would respond to the types of feedback Chappuis
recommends?

Praiseworthy Praise

In “The Perils and Promises of Praise,” Carol S. Dweck warns that prais-
ing students for their intelligence can have long-lasting negative effects,
leading students to believe that academic success should come easily.
Praise for effort, on the other hand, can encourage students to work
hard and remain resilient when the work becomes difficult.

e Read Dweck’s definition of the fixed mind-set and the growth
mind-set (pp. 67-69). Which understanding of intelligence
have you encountered most often in yourself, your colleagues,
and your students? What effects of this mind-set have you seen
in your students?

e Some students coast through school for years, successfully
getting by with little effort. Others consistently work hard, but
they continue to struggle. How can you help both types of stu-
dents persevere when they reach academic roadblocks?

Assessments with Value

Teachers assess students each day, whether formally or informally.
One of the most common means of informal assessment is asking
questions during class. But in “The Right Questions, The Right Way,”
Dylan Wiliam notes that this time-honored classroom routine does not
necessarily give teachers the information they need to plan upcoming
lessons. When a teacher calls on a single volunteer to answer a question,
all the teacher learns is what one willing student knows. How then can
teachers make their in-class questioning routines more useful ways to
assess learning of all their students?
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e How do you usually question students? What do you learn
from student responses to your questions? How might you
make in-class questioning routines even more effective?

¢ In his article, Dylan Wiliam offers three strategies—no hands
up, all-student response systems, and planning questions.
Brent Duckor offers additional strategies in “Formative
Assessment in Seven Good Moves.” Have you used any of
these strategies in your classroom? What was the result? If
you haven't tried any of these strategies, which ones are you
most interested in trying?

When at First They Don’t Succeed...

If educators’ goal is for students to learn, does it matter if it takes some
students a little longer than others? Allowing students to redo assess-
ments is one way to give students another chance if they haven’t dem-
onstrated mastery of the material on their first attempt. Myron Dueck
explains how he got over his reluctance to allow retakes in “How I
Broke My Rule and Learned to Give Retests.”

e What’s your current policy on offering redos and retakes? How
did you arrive at this policy? Reflecting on the ideas Dueck
presents, how might you change your policy? If you don’t offer
retakes, what steps might you take to introduce them in your
classes? If you do, what new ideas do you have for making the
practice more effective?

¢ Discuss some of the common objections to allowing redos and
retakes. How might Dueck counter these objections? Which
arguments—for and against—do you find most compelling?

Naomi Thiers is Associate Editor, Educational Leadership. Teresa Preston is a
former Associate Editor of Educational Leadership.
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