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Recently, calls for alternative assessments have come from both evaluation and curriculum specialists (Shepard. 1988; Valencia, McGinley, & Pearson, 1990). The proposals have included tests with more authentic text (Valencia & Pearson, 1987), portfolios (Wolf, 1989), and performances such as submissions to book fairs or presen tations of plays (Wiggins, 1989). Some districts (e.g., Eresh, 1990) and states (e.g., brewer, 1989) are engaged in pilot testing alternative assessments. To date, however, articles that encourage teachers to collect information far outnumber descriptions of teachers’ abilities to integrate alternative assessments into an already full agenda. The first purpose of this project was to describe the use of alternative assessments by teachers in contexts where such are encouraged but not mandated.

The second purpose was to consider parents’ views of standardized and alternative assessments. The voices of parents are typically heard after school practices change, not as part of the change. Alternative assessments represent a drastic change in the information the public has received over the last several decades about school out comes. Parents may expect standardized test scores but may not realize that standard ized tests do not necessarily provide information on authentic reading and writing use.

The study employed a qualitative methodology, with case studies of two class rooms conducted. As Howe and Eisenhart (1990) note, questions of interest should drive methodologies rather than the methodologies driving the questions. In an initial study on the relatively unexplored topic of alternative assessment, indepth interviews of views and observations of assessment practices related to two classrooms were deemed appropriate.

Setting and Participants

METHOD

Several years ago, the suburban school district that was selected for the project eliminated all standardized testing until the end of third grade. At the urging of teachers who stated that the curriculum no longer reflected classroom experiences, revision of the district curriculum began. a process that was still ongoing during the project. Teachers and principals had considerable autonomy at school sites in desig
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nating curriculum and assessment. The school chosen for the project was typical of the district. A “workshop” approach in writing had extended to reading in many classrooms. Teachers and principals (two persons shared the post) had identified alter native assessment as the inservice focus for the school year. Since the two teachers volunteered to participate, they were clearly comfortable with their classroom activities and were viewed by principals as effective teachers. Ms. Clarke (pseudonyms are used throughout), the second-grade teacher, had 5 years of teaching experience, and Ms. McNeil, the fourth-grade teacher, had 2 years of teaching experience.

Six sets of parents were also part of the sample, three with second-grade children and three with fourth-grade children. Teachers ranked students according to literacy accomplishments, and the parents of a child in the top, middle, and bottom third were interviewed and observed in a parent-teacher conference.

Procedures

Audiotaped interviews with teachers centered on the nature of assessment and its relationship to instruction. Questions included, “How do you currently assess student progress in literacy?” and “How do you document the assessments?” The interview was followed by 3 days of observations in each classroom spread over a 3-week period. Observation days were selected with the teachers to represent the range of literacy activities in these classrooms. Observers kept an ongoing record of classroom activities, collected samples that related to assessment, and informally talked to teach ers during recess and lunch breaks for clarification when it was needed. Interviewing and observations were conducted by a different researcher (both advanced doctoral students and experienced teachers) in each classroom.

Parent interviews were also audiotaped and conducted at convenient locations and times prior to the parent-teacher conference. The interviews focused on parents’ views about standardized tests and alternative assessments, with questions such as “How is your child’s progress currently assessed and reported to you?” and “What do these assessments tell you about your child’s abilities to read and write?” Parent-teacher conferences occurred during the last month of school and were audiotaped by the observers.

Coding of Information

Data from teacher interviews and classroom observations were analyzed according to two category schemes. The first was Calfee and Hiebert’s (1988; 1991) three stages of the instructional-assessment cycle: goals and purposes (identifying uses for information and target literacy goals and describing their manifestations at different points in a school year or school career), data-gathering (collecting information on students’ progress toward target literacy goals through a variety of ways, including observations, conferences, and samples of student work), and interpreting information (using data to make instructional and assessment decisions). The data-gathering stage has an analogue in Valencia et al.’s (1990) “mode” (samples, interviews, observa tions), but the other four dimensions of the Valencia et al. scheme provide a more fine-grained analysis of dimensions of goals and data-gathering and so were also used:
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(a) focus (the level of the literacy proficiency), (b) structure (how standardized and specified the assessment is), (c) intrusiveness (a regular classroom or special assess ment event), and (d) locus of control (student versus teacher assessment).

Because this project was an initial investigation of teachers’ use of alternative assessments and parents’ views of assessments, conclusions regarding practices and views were identified through triangulation procedures rather than by quantifying the data. Findings reflect triangulation of data sources from several sources—notes from observations, transcripts from interviews and conferences, and analyses of documents such as student portfolios and teacher assessment forms. Findings also are the result of triangulation among several researchers (a university professor in addition to the two observers) who studied the same data set independently and collectively. Transcripts of teacher and parent interviews and parent-teacher conferences, notes from classroom observations, and samples of assessment forms and student work were analyzed indi vidually by members of the research team. These individual analyses were followed by discussions among research team members in which consensus was reached on a category, such as goal-setting, using conclusions of different researchers and from multiple data sources.

RESULTS

Rationale, Use, and Interpretat ion of Alternative Assessment

I

The triangulation process produced quite different scenarios in the second- and fourth-grade classrooms and so are considered separately.

Second-grade. Ms. Clarke was clear about the first stage of assessment—the uses of assessments for instruction. Samples of student work, according to Ms. Clarke, aided in implementing appropriate instruction. For example, a perusal of students’ writing folders had shown problems with story structure (an understandable shortcom ing with second-grade children) and had led to several lessons on story structure. Ms. Clarke described the link between assessment and instruction: “So, when I get that specific information, either through a conference or reading with them individually or some group work that we do, then I address that in my teaching.”

Ms. Clarke used various data-gathering modes. She regularly jotted down com ments about students’ responses in events such as small conferences in a notebook. Ms. Clarke administered an informal reading inventory (lRl) four times a year and used this information in reorganizing curriculum and instruction. Children participated in the process by maintaining writing portfolios with rough and final drafts of papers and literature logs, where brief entries were made about books. Ms. Clarke gave children checklists for evaluating their own reading and compositions and one an other’s compositions (e.g., “Did you write about a topic you haven’t written about before?”).

The interpretation phase of assessment was also clear. The checklists and sum mary sheets for the IRI allowed aggregation of data. Ms. Clarke did not summarize information from anecdotal records or children’s writing or reading folders quantita

100
Learner Factors/Teacher Factors

tively, but she did examine a category such as “chooses appropriate books” over the course of a term, using her notes and children’s portfolios and checklists. Ms. Clarke described her use of the information as “Often times, it’s right away . . . as soon as I observe something, and other times I need to sort of just take some information about how kids are doing and think about it and figure out what would be best for them to be working on next.”

With respect to the dimensions of Valencia et al. (1990), the assessment system was somewhat structured but not intrusive, occurring as part of classroom learning routines. The locus of control did not center in the teacher, since children kept a folder for writing samples and another for brief summaries of the books that they had read. The focus of the assessments was on “large” domains of literacy, such as students’ ability to share themes of their books, rather than on smaller domains like knowledge of word endings.

Fourth-grade. Ms. McNeil could point to some of the same data-gathering for mats as Ms. Clarke—writing folders, student literature logs, and miscue analyses. Students’ entries in literature logs were expected to be extensive, describing primary events from their books, discussing their feelings toward what they had read, and listing new vocabulary and their definitions from the context. Students worked exten sively on compositions which were kept in writing portfolios where rough drafts and peer response sheets were stored.

Ms. McNeil saw these instruments for their instructional value (a legitimate func tion), but the relationship of goal-setting and interpretation to these activities was unarticulated. For example, she would describe the “10 different ways they could respond to the book they were reading” but in her interview Ms. McNeil failed to relate the value of different types of responses in the assessment process. When she responded to selected final drafts of students (which she did frequently), she did not study rough drafts or peer response sheets. While she commented on papers, there was no record of students’ progress on particular domains of writing such as structure of compositions or quality of message from grading period to grading period.

Portfolios were in place in Ms. McNeil’s classroom, but she had not made connec tions between the instructional activities and assessment. Ms. McNeil saw the process as one of keeping more records and at one point in the interview stated, “1 need to keep better anecdotal records on those little things which I don’t really do right now, but I know I should.” Her equation of the anecdotal records with “little things” may have been telling because later in the interview she questioned the value of keeping records:

It’s just that I keep a lot in my head and I do a lot intuitively . . . translating that into paperwork is difficult, and 1 realize that if something were to ever happen to me there would have to be some records available, or maybe there really wouldn’t. I guess this is just elementary school and someone else could do some of the same work assessing things that I can do, but that’s the area where I really need the most work.

This statement suggests that Ms. McNeil saw assessment disassociated from clarifying goals and students’ instructional experiences. Record-keeping was something that
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Parents’ Perceptions of Assessment and Teachers’ Communication with Parents

Questions about the functions of standardized tests showed grade-level differences in parents. Parents of second graders indicated that standardized tests gave them little specific or understandable information about their child that was useful. As one parent stated, “I’m not sure [ standardized tests are usefull other than what you see in the media in terms of trying to compare schools, school districts as a whole, and how their whole student body is performing against the rest of the country or state or nation.” Since their children would not be tested until third grade, parents of second- grade students were speaking about tests from their own experiences or those of older children, not necessarily grounded in the experiences of the target child.

Parents of fourth graders who had seen their children’s test scores as third graders expressed a similar sentiment about the value of standardized tests for understanding their children’s learning. However, these parents clearly stated reservations about efforts to eliminate standardized tests. This should only happen, according to them, if their children would not be assessed by standardized tests later as in college entrTance exams. If standardized tests were going to be important down the line, children should learn to take and be evaluated by standardized tests.

Alternative assessments, as viewed by parents of second graders, were the report card, “Friday folder” (a collection of work sent home weekly), and parent-teacher conferences. One parent remarked that the general comments such as “Brittany is doing good work!” that the teacher typically wrote on the Friday folder madeji unclear how the child was progressing, but another parent spoke of the benefits of comparing work over time. In general, report cards on which teachers circled catego ries and wrote cryptic notes were seen as vague, confusing, and not particularly helpful. As one parent stated, “It’s kind of hard to have much perspective on the report cards, what the grades mean. I think that when those are coupled with teacher conferences you get a little bit of information.” Parents of fourth graders responded somewhat differently to questions about alternative assessments. When asked about the source of information about their children’s progress, parents of fourth graders referred to report cards as their primary source of information. Little mention was made of alternative assessment measures such as the writing portfolios in which stu dents worked daily and which were shared in parent-teacher conferences.

Parents had been selected so that they represented children with a range of achievement levels. The sample, of course, was small, which may explain a failure to establish any clear patterns at either grade level related to children’s achievement. Interviewers never asked parents specifically about their children’s achievement, bul no parents expressed concern about their children’s performances. One parent did comment that tests could be helpful in “understanding that they’re not good at some things and knowing, perhaps, that you have to be more patient or more helpful.”

The content of the parent-teacher conferences in the second-grade classroom cen tered around the samples of student work and literacy processes (as evident in the checklists). Ms. Clarke began the conference by explaining the kinds of tools that she had used to draw conclusions about the child’s progress. She then showed samples that illustrated the conclusions. For example, if a child had made considerable progrest in reading, moving from simple text to chapter books, she used her notec and thc
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Similarly, the fourth-grade teacher had gathered samples of student work for parent-teacher conferences, but these were presented with a general stance rather than with specific goals in mind. Parents were asked to “see the difference” from a paper written at one point in time to another. Whereas the second-grade teacher pointed to a feature of children’s writing such as the ability to develop a storyline, Ms. McNeil’s typical stance was “I’ve brought her writing folder here and I think you can see a lot of growth in her writing as well.” Asking parents to make such analyses can assist in engaging them in reflecting on their children’s work. However, unlike Ms. Clarke, who followed up such a request with a discussion of specific features of writing or reading that had been the focus of classroom instruction, Ms. McNeil did not give parents reference points for analyzing their children’s progress.

DISCUSSION

A one-time visitor to the classrooms of Ms. Clarke and Ms. McNeil may have left with the impression that both were doing very similar things. Both teachers used a writer’s and reader’s workshop approach, where students kept folders or portfolios with their rough and final drafts of compositions and summaries of books that they had read. The instructional activities in the two classrooms provided similar opportuni ties for assessment. The use of these data, however, differed substantially across the second- and fourth-grade teachers. The second-grade teacher studied material in the portfolios with an eye for particular dimensions of growth, such as development of story structure, while the fourth-grade teacher responded to material in the portfolios for immediate instructional purposes. That is, Ms. McNeil seemed more concerned that students had completed the assignments than the nature of growth (or lack thereof) evident in their assignments. Portfolios, of course, can be used for this purpose, but Ms. McNeil was less clear of how assessment might go hand-in-hand with an instruc tional focus.

The difference in parents’ responses about standardized tests as a function of children’s grade level suggests an explanation that goes beyond individual teachers to the larger culture of schooling. As most school systems in the country do (Linn, Graue, & Sanders, 1990), this school district tested children at third grade. Ms. McNeil did not have the standardized tests uppermost in her mind, but she was aware of students’ performances on tests. A difference in views toward standardized tests was most evident among the parents. Regardless of their children’s abilities, parents of fourth-grade children were more aware (and realistic) about standardized tests.

An explanation for these differences in rationale and use in alternative assessment may lie in amount of teaching experience in that Ms. McNeil had taught several years less than Ms. Clarke. Furthermore, Ms. Clarke had just completed a Master’s degree in literacy. There are some indications, however, that these immediately obvious reasons provide only a partial explanation. For one thing, even intern teachers in their first year of teaching show very different uses of journals and observation schemes (Richert, 1990). For another, there was little in Ms. Clarke’s graduate program On integrating assessment with instruction.
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tion in relation to goals. There were no mechanisms in place in this district to asses:

children’s progress until the end of the third grade. For all intents and purposes, tht district curriculum had been abandoned, and the school site had not taken up tht slack. Generally, parents in the district had high expectations of their children ars asked frequent questions of the schools. For a conscientious teacher like Ms. Clarke there were few resources outside the classroom to assist in specifying goals an children’s progress. The task of establishing goals and children’s progress towan those goals was the teacher’s responsibility. While Ms. McNeil claimed to minimiz tests, knowing something about student progress relative to an “objective” measurt may have a subtle (and sometimes not so subtle) effect on teachers’ views of responsi bility in establishing student goals and progress.

The differences in the practices of Ms. Clarke and Ms. McNeil illustrate a problen that portfolio assessment must overcome if it is to be a lasting rather than faddist phenomenon. For portfolio assessment to be an enduring part of school practices, th uses must go beyond the classroom and be part of policy-making of schools, districts and states. Many current suggestions on portfolio assessment disregard the mecha nisms whereby the two tiers of assessment—that of teachers and that of policy-maken (Cole, 1988)—can be linked. Without such links, the doubts about alternative assess ment expressed by Ms. McNeil will probably limit its productive use in and beyonc the classroom. Unless information gathered by teachers and children is tied to uses ii schools, such as sharing across grade levels or use in school planning by princip and teachers, teachers may do as Ms. McNeil did—keep student work in portfol but scarcely scratch the surface of the potential of alternative instructional-assessmeni formats for informing and guiding instruction, parents, and children toward the highei literacies.
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Recent work has investigated the strength of the relationship between read ability and spelling knowledge. Several of these investigations have been based Henderson’s model of developmental orthographic knowledge (Henderson, 19 Henderson & Beers, 1980; Henderson & Templeton, 1986; Templeton & Bear, press). For a good many years the relationship has appeared to be quite stro particularly at the lower levels of literacy development. Recent studies have fot correlations between .70 and .90 for younger subjects (Bear & Barone, 1989; Mor Nelson, & Perney, 1986), and for upper elementary students Zutell (in press) f that spelling accuracy among fifth graders was a better predictor of reading test s& than was accuracy in oral reading. These findings might indicate that, rather ti being merely one of many literacy skills, orthographic knowledge—as represented students’ correct and incorrect spelling—may in fact play a more seminal role in processes of reading and writing.

Our understanding of developmental word knowledge beyond Grade 6, howe% has remained somewhat murky. Educators have long understood that word knowlec continues to develop during these years, but it has been difficult to gain much insi into what and how such knowledge might be developed. In work with older studer Templeton has demonstrated that there is a pattern to spelling errors which refle the higher levels of developmental orthography, particularly in terms of derivatio morphological relationships (Templeton, 1989; Templeton & Scarborough-Fran 1985).

The present study describes (a) the development of a qualitative spelling invent which could be used to provide a featural analysis of errors for seventh and eig grade students, and (b) the relationship between this orthographic knowledge reading achievement among seventh and eighth grade students.

METHOD

Subjects

Data were collected from a total of 456 middle school students residing i

moderate-sized city (population 250,000) in a western state. Two-hundred forty-se’

of these stndents were seventh eraders (126 males and 121 female

