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Do You Assess That?

PEGGY A. RAINES

If we are to change education to meet the demands of the information age, we must overcome our habit of using product-oriented assessment techniques to measure process-oriented education.

—Art Costa

/\ s educators who are undertaking

restructuring efforts in schools and

university teacher preparation pro-

grams, one of the greatest challenges

we face is reconceptualizing and reinventing our student assessment practices. For many of us trained in old paradigms we have placed a far greater emphasis on student products rather than process, and have accepted the role of evaluator almost to the exclusion of our students. These students-as-producers and teacher-as-evaluator roles have often produced rather disappointing results. We as teachers have improved our own critical analysis, editing, and revision skills, while our students have often made minimal progress toward becoming more thoughtful. accomplished writers/learners (Raines, 1996). As Art Costa reminds us, “the ultimate purpose of evaluation is to enable students to evaluate themselves. Fostering students’ ability to direct and redirect themselves must be a major goal” (1989, 1). Therefore, we must design programs and instruct in ways that

promote, not only student acquisition of knowledge and development of skills, but also foster the dispositions of effective learners and teachers.

Knowledge, Skills, and Dispositions

As I travel around the country conducting portfolio workshops, the first question I ask teachers is: “What is it that you truly value in your class room? What is it that you want kids to know, be able to do, and be like when they leave you?” Without fail, many of the items that show up first on the lists are actually dispositions. Certainly that is not to say that knowledge and skills are not equally important and noted, but always things like collaboration/cooperation, learning how to be life long learners, respect for others, and positive self- esteem are included in what teachers truly value in and for their students.

Then the second question is, “How do you currently assess these?” The most often heard response is that I observe these behaviors and keep anecdotal records. While observation is a powerful tool, there is a need for more enduring and sub stantive performance assessments to measure and foster these student behaviors.

In our Integrated Secondary Teacher Education Program (I-STEP) at the Center for Excellence in Education at NAU, we too have
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begun to put increasing emphasis on not only the knowledge and skiiis we believe beginning teachers must have, but also on the dispositions of good novice teachers. We have defined dispositions as educationally-related behaviors (driven by attitudes, values, and beliefs) which will be a part of the stu dents’ professional decisions on the use of their knowledge and skills for effective teaching and learning.

The eight dispositions we have chosen to focus on in our program are:

1) the value of establishing collaborative and cooperative relationships with students and peers;

2) the necessity of continuing professional growth;

3) the importance of reflection in instructional and professional growth;

4) the necessity for understanding and valuing diversity in schools and classrooms;

5) the importance of respect for others;

6) the need for flexibility and openness to change in school environments;

7) the need for deliberative action; and

8) the need to be environmentalh socially, and ethically responsible members of the profession and community.

\Vhile none of our faculty team denies the Importance of fostering these dispositions, we almost immediately asked whether they can be taught, and if so, how in the world do we assess them? Our conclusion was that we as faculty can model these dispositions and create an environment that encourages and nurtures their development. Through team planning and teaching, we are implementing an integrated inquiry-based program of study that asks students to create artifacts and perform tasks that give them the opportunity to practice these behaviors. This design has necessitat ed the use of performance assessments that are inextricably linked to our instruction and to student work. One of the tools that has sen’ed us best for measuring student growth in this dispositional area is student portfolios.

teacher Educaf ion PorHohos

There are many definitions of portfolios today, but most revolve around the idea that they are col lections of student work that exhibit students’ efforts, progress or growth over time. For our pro gram purposes, the work that most profoundly

informed our portfolio design was that which focused on evidentiary concerns (Bird, 1990; Barton & Collins, 1993; Collins, 1991; \ 1990). We clearly wanted the portfolio to provide us with evidence of our stu dents’ thoughtfulness about and exhibition of the dispositions we have identified as program out comes.

reinventing our student

assessment practices.

The first critical ques tion to be answered when designing portfolios is

what is the goal(s) of the portfolio? If the purpose of the portfolio is not clearly understood, it can easily become simply a house (at times resembling a dump) for every conceivable scrap of paper a stu dent produces in a semester. The act of deciding on purpose can be controlled by the teacher, deter mined by the student, or jointly negotiated. In our case, the faculty decided that we wanted the portfo lio to provide us with evidence of student behaviors and attitudes that we might not be able to measure through other forms of assessment. Though we are emphasizing the dispositional outcomes we are try ing to foster, we are not in any way attempting to artificially differentiate or segregate them from the students’ knowledge and skills outcomes. Clearly the portfolio vill show us evidence of all three.

There is a certain amount of freedom, however, for each student to determine how they will accom plish this purpose. Some have chosen metaphors or analogies for their portfolios and all have organized the contents in multiple ways. The actual form that the portfolios assume is also student driven and ranges from computer discs, to expandable files, to many artistic creative presentations.

As educators who are undertaking restructuring

efforts in schools and university teacher

preparation programs, one of the greatest challenges we face is reconceptualizing and

What is the Purpose?
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What Goes into the Portfolio?

Certainly a clear purpose drives what goes into the portfolio, but a series of other questions grow out of this content question. How much or how lit tle evidence should go into the portfolio? vVhen should entries be includ ed? Who determines what entries are appropriate or serve the portfolio pur pose? Generally portfolios include a variety of work that includes both work in progress (rough drafts. etc.) and Final products. \Ve feel that seeing the evolution of documents is important for the student and the faculty to assess growth and improvement.

I encourage students to date every artifact in the portfolio so they have a chronological blueprint of their work (Raines, 1996).

Our I-STEP student portfolios include docu ments (certainly not limited to paper) that are assigned by the faculty and many that are decided by the students. What the portfolio must do is show evidence of the eight program dispositions:

collaboration, continuing professional growth, reflection, valuing diversity, respect for others, flex ibility and openness to change. deliberation, and environmental, social, and ethical responsibility. Clearly some of these are more difficult to docu ment than others, but this requirement does increase awareness and thoughtfulness about their progress toward these program goals. Our required assignments specifically target work in many of these areas, while students must decide on evidence for others.

Four Classes of Evidence

To help students accomplish the portfolio pur pose, we have adopted a model (Collins, 1991; Barton & Collins, 1993) that identifies four classes of evidence: 1) artifacts—documents that are creat ed within the regular program of study in I-STEP (e.g. autobiography, annotated bibliography, Jour nals from class/site visits, videotapes of microteach ing, etc.); 2) reproductions—documents about the typical events in the work of the person developing
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the portfolio, but include events that are usually not captured (e.g. audiotape of conversations with teachers, student interviews, etc.); 3) artestations documents that are written by someone other than the portfolio developer which attest to the experi ence, skill, etc. of the developer (e.g. peer reviews, student comments, instructor comments, etc.); and 4) productions—documents specifically designed for the portfolio (e.g. goal statements, reflections, and captions). Each of these classes of evidence cre ates an opportunity for students to view their work through multiple lenses. One layer of evidence con sists of required assignments that are created as a regular part of the program study. The criteria for these documents is provided by faculty, with some student choice allowed in specific content. Other layers—reproductions and attestauons—require evidence of collaboration and external review and are almost totally designed by the students.

The last layer of evidence, productions, is per haps the most critical to students viewing these portfolios as their own unique and meaningful col lections of work. For a portfolio to be more than a house for student work, there must be one or more layers of evidence that are created specifically for the portfolio and that speak directly about the arti facts included. This evidence represents “thought fulness about and beyond the doing” and would fall into the category of reflection or self-evaluation (Raines & Shadiow, 1995). Students must be encouraged and given opportunities to make judge ments about the nature and quality of their work. It is in this reflection that they are often liberated from continuing to do what they have always done (or what the assignment required) and moved toward more thoughtful practice. It may be this ability to reflect that characterizes those who learn effectively from experience (Boud, Keogh, & Walker, 1985).

The class of evidence in the Barton and Collins’ (1993) model called productions is a very effective way to facilitate this reflective process. Students create goal statements to focus the devel opment process, reflective statements while assem bling the portfolio and captions for each document in the portfolio. I have found the captions to be particularly beneficial in helping students to be thoughtful about what each document is (a summa ry or synthesis of each) and even more importantly what the document is evidence of. This transforms

L must use peiformance— based assessments to capture the knowledge, skills, and dispositions that we know our students need to be effective learners and productive citizens.

the document from simply a required assignment into evidence of student growth and learning that was facilitated by doing the assignment. ‘vVhat did you learn from creating the document, what does it say about you as a learner? A good example of a caption comes from one of our students last semes ter describing the required annotated bibliography (showing both the summary of what the assignment is and also what it is evidence of):

The annotated bibliography is a reference list that includes a summary or abstract of a reading and, if desired, a brief criticism.

This is one piece of evidence of the work I am doing outside of class to expand my intellectual horizons. As a teacher, it is important that I keep informed about current trends, professional corn mentary, and ideas from across a broad spectrum. It is also evidence of my quest for information outside my daily academic pursuits. It shows that I am being thoughtful about education as a field, as well as my own education by reading and recording new sources of information. Furthermore, my readings will form a record of growth for my instructors to view. And, finally, the bibliography will at some point become a springboard for sharing and dis cussing issues with colleagues once I enter the teaching field.

How Are Portfolios Graded?

Just as there are many purposes for portfolios, there are equall%’ diverse ways to assess or grade them. Because we have multiple measures of stu dent progress in our program including benchmark assignments. tests, and student exhibitions, we have chosen to assess the portfolio holistically. Each arti fact does not receive an independent grade but is part of the whole portfolio score. ‘We review the portfolio at midterm and give feedback on organi zation and content quality and quantity, but do not grade it until the end of the semester. A checklist of required items and a four-point holistic scoring rubric (given to the students at the beginning of the semester) is used to evaluate each portfolio.

Condusion

Once we determine what is it that we want our students to know, be able to do, and be like when they complete our programs or classes, the next question must be what are the best ways to assess if

these goals and outcomes are being met. More and more we are coming to understand that what we truly value as student outcomes cannot be measured simply with paper and pencil tests. We must use performance-based assessments to capture the knowledge, skills, and dispositions that we know our students need to be effective learners and pro ductive citizens.
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