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As the Iowa Support Team works with buildings and districts that are focused on formative assessment, we may want to consider the following:
What? – The Key Learnings
· Formative Assessment

· Formative assessment is a process used by teachers and students during instruction that provides feedback to adjust ongoing teaching and learning to improve students’ achievement of intended instructional outcomes.
· The primary purpose of the formative assessment process, as conceived in this definition, is to provide evidence that is used by teachers and students to inform instruction and learning during the teaching/learning process. Formative assessments range from informal observations and conversations to purposefully planned instructionally embedded techniques designed to elicit evidence of student learning to inform and adjust instruction. 
· Effective formative assessment involves collecting evidence about how student learning is progressing during the course of instruction so that necessary instructional adjustments can be made to close the gap between students’ current understanding and the desired goals. 
· Formative assessment is not an adjunct to teaching but, rather, integrated into instruction and learning with teachers and students receiving frequent feedback.
· Five Attributes of Formative Assessment (Note:  teachers should strive to use all five attributes in their formative assessments.):

· Learning Progressions:  should clearly articulate the sub-goals of the ultimate learning goal.  Learning progressions describe how concepts and skills build in a domain, and show the trajectory of learning along which students are expected to progress.
· Learning Goals and Criteria for Success:  should be clearly identified and communicated to students.  Because the formative assessment process helps students achieve intended learning outcomes based on explicit learning progressions, teachers must first identify and then communicate the instructional goal to students. In addition to communicating the nature of the instructional goal, teachers must provide the criteria by which learning will be assessed so that students will know whether they are successfully progressing toward the goal. This information should be communicated using language readily understood by students, and may be accompanied by realistic examples of those that meet and do not meet the criteria
· Descriptive Feedback:  should be provided with evidence-based feedback that is linked to the intended instructional outcomes and criteria for success.  Descriptive feedback should be about the particular qualities of student learning with discussion or suggestions about what the student can do to improve. It should avoid comparisons with other pupils. Specific, timely feedback should be based on the learning goal and criteria for success. It should help the student answer three basic questions: Where am I going? Where am I now? How can I close the gap?
· Self- and Peer-Assessment:  both are important for providing students an opportunity to think meta-cognitively about their learning.  Formative assessment is a process that directly engages both teachers and students. In addition to teacher feedback, when students and their peers are involved there are many more opportunities to share and receive feedback. Helping students think meta-cognitively about their own learning fosters the idea that learning is their responsibility and that they can take an active role in planning, monitoring, and evaluating their own progress. To support both self- and peer-assessment, the teacher must provide structure and support so students learn to be reflective of their own work and that of their peers, allowing them to provide meaningful and constructive feedback. 
· Collaboration:  a classroom culture in which teachers and students are partners in learning.  Sharing learning goals and criteria for success with students, supporting students as they monitor and take responsibility for their own learning, helping students to provide constructive feedback to each other, and involving students in decisions about how to move learning forward are illustrations of students and teachers working together in the teaching and learning process.   However, for students to be actively and successfully involved in their own learning, they must feel that they are bona fide partners in the learning process. This feeling is dependent on a classroom culture characterized by a sense of trust between and among students and their teachers; by norms of respect, transparency, and appreciation of differences;  and by a non-threatening environment.
· Examples of Formative Assessments:

· Thumbs Up/Thumbs Down:  Teacher has students respond to statements with a “thumbs up” or “thumbs down” to ascertain their understanding of the learning.
· Structured Pair Work with Posed Questions and Peer Conversations:  Teacher poses questions and then has students meet with individual on their appointment clock.  Teachr observes the conversations and completes a gap analysis of the students’ learning with the intended learning.  He/She then adjusts instruction to move students closer to the intended learning.  (Lou – See several examples in books authored – e.g., Collaborative Summaries, Around the Clock)

· Collective Definitions of Success Criteria:  Teacher displays open-ended question and asks students to give specific examples of information/details that show complete understanding. He/She also shares examples from previous years’ students and asks students to identify at what level of understanding those statements reveal – e.g., full understanding, partial understanding, no understanding/misunderstanding.  Students much justify their responses.  Results is a clearer set of success criteria that students can use to determine their own level of understanding.

· Ticket Out of Here:  Students summarize their key learnings and understanding of the day’s lesson; teacher uses the information to adjust (Lou – see several examples from authored books.)

· Homework Help Board:  Students post a problem they had with the assigned homework; other students “solved the problem” on the board so all could see the correct way.  Appropriate to see several ways to correctly solve the problem.

· Two Stars and a Wish:  Students review writing of their peers by identify two stars, two positive aspects of the writing, and one wish, one specific suggestion for improvement.  Teachers use the information to adjust instruction/opportunities in writing. (Lou – see several examples from authored book on writing.)
· Non-Examples of Formative Assessments:
· Monthly District-Developed Exams:  These exams are not necessarily aligned with the teachers’ teaching and the students’ learning.  Results are sent home, but no adjustment of instruction is made based on the exams.

· Classroom Quiz:  These become “non-examples” when teachers do not adjust instruction based on the results; they only become a reporting mechanism, not a learning or teaching tool.
· Assessment for Learning (AFL) (Term used for Formative Assessment)
· Allows teachers to use assessment information to impact instruction in the classroom.
· Is very student-focused and requires students to take responsibility for monitoring and adjusting how they learn.
· Assures frequent feedback which contributes to students’ confidence in their learning.

· Affective Assessment:

· Age-appropriate surveys (i.e., grades 3-6, 7-9, 10-12) enable teachers to discern the impact of instruction on affective dispositions of students.

·  Two most-impacting dispositions to assess:

· Academic Efficacy:  student’s perceived ability to success and the sense of control over her or his academic well being.
· Eagerness to Learn:  student’s desire to learn; often impacted by success in learning

· Teachers must want students to share how they really feel; teachers must elicit honest responses from students – not “socially desirable responses.”

· Absolute anonymity is needed to assure honesty in response; this, of course, allows teachers to make “group-based” decisions rather than “individual-based” decisions about students’ learning.

· Affective Inventories:  

· Students identify the extent of their agreement/disagreement with 8 statements – 2 on student’s academic efficacy, 2 on student’s eagerness to learn, 2 related to learning targets, and 2 with progress-monitoring information.  The first four focus on affective disposition and the second 4 focus on student’s perceptions about practices carried out by the teacher.  Teachers do have permission to adjust or add to the list of statements.
· These assessments are intended exclusively for teachers to use as instructionally relevant evidence-eliciting tools in the classroom.  They are not to be used for evaluating a teacher or the building – but to help teachers adjust instruction to meet students’ needs.
· Use as a pre- and post-assessment allows the teacher to know if any meaningful improvement has occurred.  More frequent use allows the teacher to adjust instruction.

· Teachers are encouraged to modify the affective assessments as needed;  items should be added in pairs so that one statements is phrased positively and another statement is phrased negatively.
· Specific inventories are provided in “Assessing Students’ Affect Related to Assessment for Learning: An Introduction for Teachers.”  
· Adjustment of Instruction (based on results to get kids on “winning streaks” in the classroom):

· Provide learners with student-friendly versions of the achievement targets from the very beginning of instruction.  Use student-friendly vocabulary!  Let kids know where they are going with their learning – provide clear signposts!  Student confidence grows.
· Accompany those expectations with samples of student work that reveal to students, from the beginning of the learning, what their work will look like as it improves. Be sure to give weak, middle-range, and high-quality examples of work.  Student efficacy grows.

· Provide students with continuous access to descriptive feedback, that is, with feedback showing them now to do better the next time.  This keeps students moving along the learning progression relevant to the achievement target being pursued.  Teachers should want their students to win early, win small, and win often.

· Teach student to self assess so they can begin to generate their own descriptive feedback.  Students must learn to apply the very same performance criteria their teachers apply when evaluating student work.  This allows them to take control of their own learning.

· Help students learn to improve their work one key attribute of success at a time.  Build internal sense of control by helping student succeed one small step at a time.

· Teach students to reflect on changes (improvements) in the quality of their work and why those improvements have happened. By developing an understanding of the key attributes of good work as reflected in actual samples of that work, teachers give students the tools needed to see key changes in their capabilities.  By giving descriptive feedback, one key attribute at a time, and helping students learn to generate their own feedback, teachers give students a mirror in which to see themselves climbing toward success. All of this puts students in touch with their own evolving academic capabilities. In effect, success becomes its own reward.
· Learning Progressions
· Teachers need to understand the pathways along which students are expected to progress. These pathways or progressions ground both instruction and assessment.
· Learning progressions:  clear descriptions of how students’ learning progresses over an extended period of time in a domain.  Learning is conceived as a sequence or continuum of increasing expertise. Learning is understood as a process of increasing sophistication, rather than as a body of content to be covered within specific grade levels. 
· Progression implies a sequence along which students can move incrementally from novice to more expert performance. Implicit in progression is the notion of continuity and coherence. 
· This pathway of learning can assist teachers to plan and adjust instruction.    When teachers understand the continuum of learning in a domain and have information about current status relative to learning goals (rather than to the activity they have designed to help students meet the goal), they are better able to make decisions about what the next steps in learning should be. 
· Learning Progressions and Formative Assessments:
· Eliciting Evidence:  Evidence of learning needs to be elicited in systematic ways so that teachers have a constant stream of information about how student learning is evolving toward the desired goal.  With clear learning goals outlined in a progression, teachers can match formative assessment opportunities to them, and can make plans in advance of and during instruction about when, what, how and who to assess. Even when formative assessments arise spontaneously in the course of a lesson, interpretations of how learning is evolving can be made based on the trajectory of learning represented in the progression.
· Feedback to Students – Timely, Accurate, Specific:  Quality teacher feedback needs to be timely, specific, linked to explicit criteria (that are known to the student) and provide suggestions for how to improve.  These criteria serve as sign-posts for students about where they are going in their learning, as a means for teachers to assess the current state of students’ learning, and for students themselves to reflect on their performance.  The feedback is given in relatively frequent and manageable chunks so that the requirements for improvement are both understandable and doable. Quality feedback does not involve comparison with peers, but instead helps students to understand their own performance in relation to the learning goal. Thus, the learning process is transparent and also provides students with models of "learning how to learn."
· Involvement of Students:  Students much be involved in monitoring and evaluating their own learning process to determine what they know and understand, and to develop a variety of learning strategies so that they can adapt their learning to the task at hand.  This must address both the long-term and the short-term (learning progressions) goals.  Providing students with rubrics is one way that students know what they are aiming for and are able to evaluate their product.  Process criteria enable students to be involved in peer- as well as self-assessment. Peers can review each other’s work against the criteria and provide feedback on areas for improvement. 
· Examples of Learning Progressions:
·  A Counting and Ordering Process Map (Masters & Forster, 1997):  The purpose of this map is to provide a description of development in an area of learning that can be used as a guide to instruction and assessment. Student development in counting and ordering is represented along a continuum from lower level to higher-level, more sophisticated skills, and understanding.
·  The U.K. National Curriculum in History (Qualifications and Curriculum Authority, 2007):  This progression provides a description of levels of attainment in history that span the early years of schooling to age sixteen.  Each attainment level is accompanied by a program of study, which provides a more detailed description of the elements of learning. The content of the programs of study builds progressively, and provides sufficient detail for instructional planning. It is also clear what the points of focus of formative assessment should be to keep learning moving forward.
· Stages of Listening Comprehension and Speaking Skills (Bailey & Heritage, in press):  The stages in the listening comprehension and speaking skills progression represent a typical range of development for students from five to twelve years of age. Each stage comprises four categories: word, sentence, and discourse level and prior content knowledge. Within each category development increases in sophistication.
· Stages of Spelling (Gillet & Temple, 2000):  This progression represents five stages of spelling development, ranging from pre-phonemic at the earliest stage of emergent literacy to derivational spelling.
· A Developmental Model for Learning Functions (Kalchman & Koedinger, 2005):  The Model for Learning Functions is an instructional plan, encompassing four levels from 0 to 3. It is intended to build and secure students conceptual understanding, their facility in representing functions in a variety of ways, and their ability to solve for unknown variables so that they can tackle unknown problems with confidence. The authors state that the model is designed to produce “grounded competence whereby students can reason with and about multiple representations of mathematical functions flexibly and fluently.”
· FAST Trajectory (Shavelson, Stanford Educational Assessment Laboratory (SEAL) & Curriculum Research & Development Group (CRDG), 2005):  The buoyancy trajectory identifies ‘progress variables’ for the development of student understanding of why things sink and float. The trajectory contains tasks that are embedded in instruction to provide teachers with formative feedback about how students’ understanding of relative density is evolving. The trajectory encompasses a instructional time period of approximately twelve weeks, and traces the development of student understanding about why things sink and float from alternative conceptions like ‘buoyancy depends on the object being flat, hollow, filled with air, etc.’, to understanding that buoyancy depends on the density of the object relative to the density of the medium (relative density). Tasks are embedded into instruction at critical junctures in the trajectory.
· A Conceptual Flow for Genetics (DiRanna & Topps, 2005):  The Conceptual Flow is intended to function as both a tool and process that help teachers establish science learning goals and the framework for an assessment plan. Essentially, the tool and process provide a means to engage in “backward planning” (e.g., Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). Teachers identify the big ideas in a strand of science that will be the focus of an instructional unit and from those develop a sequence of learning as a hierarchy of ideas. The big ideas are supported by small ideas, and those small ideas are supported by even smaller ideas, representing a series of “nested concepts.”
· A Progression of Molecular-Atomic Theory (Smith, Wiser, Anderson & Krajcik, 2006):  This progression is divided into three grade bands that progressively describe the development of understanding: K-2 – Developing an Understanding of Materials and Measurement: 3-5 – Developing an Explicit Macroscopic Understanding of Matter; and 6-8 – Developing an Initial Understanding of the Atomic Molecular Theory. Throughout, content and process skills are linked in four inter-related strands: 1) know, use, and interpret scientific explanations of the natural world; 2) generate and evaluate scientific evidence and explanations; 3) understand the nature and development of scientific knowledge; 4) participate productively in science practices and discourse.
· Design Implications of Learning Progressions for Instruction and Formative Assessment:
· All the progressions share the characteristic of moving from less to more sophisticated understanding or skills. Where they differ is in the span of the progression (e.g., multi-year, unit of study), and in the level of detail or granularity.
· Teachers who are responsible for a particular range of the progression could have the detail they need for planning and for formative assessment. They would also be able to see how the focus of their instruction connects to a larger picture of learning, and in the case when assessment information shows that one or more of their students are performing outside the range they would know what precursor understanding or skills need to be developed for students to move forward. 
· Clarity about how core ideas develop from their earliest to more sophisticated forms presents a number of advantages for teaching and learning.  First, the description of the ideas at each of the attainment levels helps teachers keep the big picture in mind, and enables them to see where their focus of learning fits in a larger trajectory.  Second, the descriptions of attainment at each level provide sufficient detail for instructional planning and help teachers to map formative assessment opportunities on to the key elements of learning in the description.
· Construction of Learning Progressions:
· In Knowing What Students Know (KWSK) a committee of the National Research Council advanced an ambitious vision for a system of assessment based on three critical principles: coherence, comprehensiveness, and continuity.
· Coherence:  A coherent system is built on a well-structured conceptual base, which is foundational to both large-scale and classroom assessments. The same constructs are being assessed regardless of their level of implementation (although they may be more differentiated at the classroom level). Thus, all assessment is aligned along a vertical dimension. 
· Comprehensiveness: A comprehensive assessment system includes a range of measurement approaches at different levels of detail to provide the variety of evidence to support educational decision-making. 
· Continuity:  Continuity refers to a system that is temporally aligned wherein student learning is measured over time to provide a continuous stream of evidence about how learning is progressing. In the authors’ view, an important step toward realizing this vision is the development of user-friendly models of student progression in learning, where clear targets for instruction and assessment are identified. 
· The alignment of curriculum, instruction and assessment is stressed so that all three parts of the system are working toward a common set of learning goals. In the vision “assessment will not simply be aligned with instruction, but integrated seamlessly into instruction so that teachers and students are receiving frequent but unobtrusive feedback about their progress.”
· Examples of Approaches to Development of Learning Progressions:
· Progress Maps – “Bottom-Up” Approach:  The progress maps developed by the Australian Council of Educational Research (Masters & Forster, 1996), “obtain an estimate of student’s current location on the map as a guide to the kinds of learning experiences likely to be most useful at that stage in the student’s learning and as a basis for monitoring growth.’  The development of the maps usually begins with teachers’ understandings from their day-to-day experiences about how student learning typically occurs in specific areas and what the indicators of progress are. Once this initial sketch is outlined it is then tested.  These maps are constantly checked, updated, and enriched.
· Atomic-Molecular Theory Progression - “Top-Down” Approach:  Two design teams comprising scientists, science educators and experts on children's learning were asked to use existing research to construct possible learning progressions for the atomic-molecular theory and evolution, both core ideas in modern science. The teams approached the task in similar way. First, they organized the learning progression around big ideas important to the discipline. Second, both teams identified several high-level abstract ideas that go into building the core ideas, but which are accessible to children at the start of schooling, thereby acknowledging that young children have the important domain-specific ideas that serve as the foundation for their learning.
· Learning Progressions in Reading:  “Bottom-Up” Approach:  Curriculum content experts with district-wide or school-wide role and current classroom teachers (elementary, middle and high school), first reviewed the Wisconsin content standards and isolated the subcomponents. The next step was to work collaboratively to identify the sub skills or sub concepts that would lead to understanding of the concept or acquisition of the skill.  Once the teams had decided on the key sub skills or sub concepts they laid them out in a progression that was logical for them and made sense in terms of what they knew about learning and instruction. The following questions prompted further discussion and planning: Are the major building blocks (i.e., critical concepts/skills) in the learning progression addressed?  Are they linked in way that helps build understanding and skills?  Do other teachers agree with this description of the progression?  What is the research evidence for this progression of learning? These questions could also be used for reviewing the progression at regular intervals when teachers have the benefit of implementation experience. 
· A Couple of Reminders as You Design Learning Progressions

· A coordinated approach to teaching and assessing in a school is essential to effectively using learning progressions. 

· The notion of a learning progression implies a linear approach.  While concepts and skills may have specific precursors, learning does not always take place in a linear trajectory. Stevens et al., (2007) define learning progressions, in relation to science specifically, as "strategic sequencing that promotes both branching out and forming connections between ideas related to a core scientific concept or big idea." 

· What’s Next with Learning Progressions?
· Re-thinking Standards – Less Is More:  Fewer, but more powerful standards would lead to increased coherence in curriculum and instruction, deeper learning for students and more valid assessment. If standards were rethought and centered on the key ideas and topics of a domain (in other words, more powerful standards), then not only would the curriculum be more manageable for teachers, but a clear progression of how these central ideas build on each other could be developed and provide the sequence of building blocks to guide curriculum planning and formative assessment.

· Research on Learning within Domains – Research That Helps:  To develop progressions, the necessary content expertise should be gathered together, and this expertise should be informed by research on how students learn in specific domains. 
· The Preparation and Development of Teachers:  If developing and using learning progressions is going to become a routine part of practice then teachers will have to have more support in their preparation and professional development programs than they do currently.  Better preparation and professional development about the structure of learning, in combination with opportunities for teachers to come together with others (e.g., content experts, researchers) to develop learning progressions, could enhance both teacher knowledge and the learning progressions themselves. 
So What? – Implications for Our Work

· How might we assure that formative assessments are part of the teaching and learning in the identified schools and districts?

· What might be some simple formative assessments that we could introduce to teachers to see that formative assessments are not difficult to use and could provide their own deeper understanding of how students are learning and what they need to do adjust instruction in order to provide for their students’ increased learning?
· How might we assure that the formative assessments used by teachers include the identified attributes important to successful formative assessments?
· How do we assure that the assessment system in place in buildings and districts addresses coherence, comprehensiveness, and continuity?
· How might we promote affective inventories to assist teachers in determining the culture for learning in their classrooms?  In increasing students’ academic efficacy and eagerness to learn?
· How might we develop our own understanding of formative assessments and learning progressions?
Now What? – Steps We Need to Take

Resources:
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· Stiggins, Rick, and Popham, W. James (2008). “Assessing Students’ Affect Related to Assessment for Learning: An Introduction for Teachers.”  Washington, D.C.:  The Council of Chief State School Officers.
· Wylie, E. Caroline (2008).  “Formative Assessment:  Examples of Practice.”  Washington, D.C.:  The Council of Chief State School Officers.
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