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IN PRAISE OF ASSESSMENT (DONE RIGHT)

Creative Leadership Solutions – Kim Marshall – June 28, 2019
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No wonder tests are under attack

• Pressure on students and parents
• Teachers evaluated on test scores
• Way too much test prep
• Loss of instructional time
“Less testing, more teaching!”
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Tests trigger anxiety, self-doubt

• Negative inner voices, worries about competence

• Especially under stress, high stakes

• Stereotype threat – “Rumors of inferiority,” worries about 
being unfairly saddled, underperformance. 

• Even being asked your race and gender on a test

• Are tests ever helpful?

Claude Steele
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High-stakes tests are autopsy data

For teachers, getting annual test scores several 
months after taking the test and in most cases long 
after the students have departed for the summer sends 
a message: “Here’s the data that would have helped 
you improve your teaching based on the needs of 
these students if you would have had it in time, but 
since it’s late and there’s nothing you can do about it, 
we’ll just release it to the newspapers so they can 
editorialize again about how bad our schools are.

Doug Reeves, 1998
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In your school, counting classroom and 

external tests, do you think there is:

1. 2. 3.

0 00

1. Not enough testing

2. About the right amount

3. Too much testing

5

Answer Now
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David Clark, School Admin, May 2019
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But assessments, done well, are essential

to solving three equity problems

• Gaps between the intended, taught, and learned 
curriculum

• Some teachers not taking responsibility for their 
students’ learning 

I taught it, and if they didn’t learn it, 
that’s on them.

Some kids have it, and some don’t.

• The Matthew Effect – curriculum gaps and weak 
accountability disproportionately harm students 
with any kind of disadvantage.
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The more you teach 

without finding out

who understands the information

and who doesn’t,

the greater the likelihood

that only already-proficient students

will succeed.
Grant Wiggins 2006
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The moment of truth in classrooms

• A teacher teaches a curriculum unit, assesses learning.

• What generally happens next?
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Summative

Interim, unit

On-the-spot

Formative?

These can all be handled badly,
hence the anti-testing movement.
But there are nine ways they can
improve teaching and learning, if 
they are used well.
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Assessments’ vital role in…

Leveling the playing field:
1.  Preventing knowledge and skill gaps
2.  Fostering a growth mindset
3.  Building all students’ self-reliance

Improving learning in real time:
4.  Spotting and fixing student struggles during lessons
5.  Improving retention through the “retrieval effect”
6.  Leveraging peer instruction

Shifting the conversation to results:
7.  Generating graphic displays of student learning
8.  Providing substance for teacher team collaboration
9.  Helping principals supervise with an eye to learning
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1.  Preventing knowledge and skill gaps
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A “guaranteed and viable curriculum”

• Kim as a free-wheeling teacher in the 1970s; indefensible

• Need clear, transparent grade-by-grade curriculum standards
• But what guarantees the curriculum is actually taught?

– Many teachers have their own ideas.

– Principals can’t monitor 25-30 classrooms
• To get intended/taught/learned alignment, we need:

– A good K-12 sequence of knowledge and skills

– High-quality summative tests with some stakes attached
– Creative teaching methods (accountable for results)

1515
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Summative tests can also create urgency

• Results “set up a problem to solve” – a starting point for 
searching out and uncovering additional data (Brookhart, 2017)

• Brockton High School, Mass.

– 4,000+ students, low SES

– Very low 1998 MCAS scores

– “Is this the best we can do?”

– The catalyst for dramatic gains

– An effective strategy: having teachers take a sampling of 
test items to get a sense of content and rigor

Sue Szachowicz
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What has been the impact of summative 

assessment data in your school?

1. 2. 3.

0 00

1. Created a sense of 
urgency and 
direction

2. Some of the data 
have helped

3. Too late, unhelpful, 
and demoralizing

5

Answer Now!
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2.  Fostering a growth mindset
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Carol Dweck

• You can change your brain through effort.

• Like building muscles, can get smarter.

• Fixed mindset: If success doesn’t come 
naturally, it won’t come at all.

• Growth mindset: We can develop our 
basic abilities through effort; making 
mistakes is part of the learning process.

• Orchestrating “productive struggle”

• Compliment on effort/strategy, not talent.

• Dweck’s Brainology curriculum: www.mindsetworks.com
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Jeff Howard, 

The Efficacy Institute

http://www.mindsetworks.com/
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Self-portraits 

before and 

after a 5-day 

drawing class
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Carol Dweck RSA Animate: https://bit.ly/1PckNuW

https://bit.ly/1PckNuW
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The status of fixed and growth mindset

in your school?

1. 2. 3. 4. 5.

0 0 000

1. We haven’t addressed 
this issue yet.

2. Some teachers are 
addressing this.

3. Many teachers are 
addressing it.

4. We’ve launched a 
study group on this.

5. The school has an 
effective, schoolwide 
effort.

5

Answer Now!
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3.  Building all students’ self-reliance

“What does ‘self-explanatory’ mean?”
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Students using assessments to become

more metacognitively aware and independent

• My strong and weak points, gaps in knowledge, skills

• Shifting from a fixed to a growth mindset, area by area

• The best ways to take notes, study, and remember

• Thinking like an assessor, making up test questions

• Learning from mistakes, post-mortems, graphic displays

• When and where to get help: classmates, adults, online

• Tracking progress, taking responsibility for improvement

• Needed: A safe, trusting environment, moderate pressure
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An example of clear expectations and 

metacognition: Olympic diving

• Before she hits the water, she knows her score

• International panel of judges very close

• 10, 10, 9.5, 9.5, 9, 9, 9, 8.5, 8.5

• Criteria known by all

• Coaches, divers, judges

• Coaches �teach to the test�

• No surprises, no excuses
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“My favorite no” – Leah Alcala
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After a test, 
students
explaining why
wrong answers
are wrong
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How successful is your school at getting 

students involved in self-monitoring??

1. 2. 3. 4.

0 000

1. Highly successful

2. Well on the way

3. Some progress on 
this

4. Just getting started

5

Answer Now!
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Assessments’ vital role in…
Leveling the playing field:

1.  Preventing knowledge and skill gaps
2.  Fostering a growth mindset
3.  Building all students’ self-reliance

Improving learning in real time:
4.  Spotting and fixing student struggles during lessons
5.  Improving retention through the “retrieval effect”
6.  Leveraging peer instruction

Shifting the conversation to results:
7.  Generating graphic displays of student learning
8.  Providing substance for teacher team collaboration
9.  Helping principals supervise with an eye to learning
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4.  Spotting and fixing student struggles 

during lessons
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When a teacher teaches, no matter how well 
he or she might design a lesson,
what a child learns is unpredictable.
Children do not always learn what we teach. 
That is why the most important assessment 
does not happen at the end of the learning –
it happens during the learning,
when there is still time
to do something
with the information.

Dylan Wiliam, 2011
35
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But not all checks for understanding work

• Relying on students’ facial expressions

– “Compliant pretenders”

• Choral responses

• “Is everyone with me?”     “Any questions?”

• Thumbs up/thumbs down
• Accepting one-word answers

• The COPWAKTA syndrome

• Negative feedback related to ability…
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Eight effective on-the-spot assessments

• Cold-calling (popsicle sticks, random name generator)
• Individual dry-erase boards
• Clickers, Plickers, Socrative, Boogie boards, Pear Deck, 

Nearpod, Kahoot, Goformative.com, ,Quizlet, twtpoll
• Fingers on chest, colored cards, green/yellow/red cups, 

heads down/hands up
• Quick-writes, circulate
• 3-2-1 responses on board:

3 key features, 2 questions,
1 doodle

• Think/pair/square, listening
• Exit tickets

39
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Mike Rutherford, The Artisan Teacher, 2013
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“Hinge-point” questions

• What’s a fraction between 1/6 and 1/7

• How long does it take the earth to spin once on its axis?

• How long does it take the earth to go around the sun?

• Good hinge questions:

– Well-formulated: students can’t get the right answer 
for the wrong reason

– All students respond within 2-3 minutes

– The teacher can process the results within 30 seconds

– Decide what to do next
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Key insights

• Frequent, high-quality checks for understanding…

• Followed by effective feedback!

• Immediately fix misconceptions, errors, re-teach

• Some teachers do this instinctively, others need PD

• Principals should watch for this in classroom visits.
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How often do teachers in your school make 

good use of on-the-spot assessments?

1. 2. 3. 4.

0 000

1. Every day

2. Quite frequently

3. Occasionally

4. Almost never

5

Answer Now!
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5.  Improving retention through

the “retrieval effect” (testing yourself)
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Immediate, then spaced, interleaved retrieval
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What do we need to remember…

• Doesn’t matter

• A minute from now?

• A day from now?

• A month from now?

• A year from now?

• Ten years from now?

What information and skills need to be in students’ long-
term memory?
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No-stakes quizzes are a memory modifier, 

strengthening neural pathways

Retrieving a fact is not like opening a 
computer file. It alters what we remember 
and changes how we subsequently 
organize that knowledge in our brain.
Henry Roediger III, New York Times, 2014 (Memo 553)

When you retrieve knowledge from your 
mind over and over again, you know 
where to find it next time, and you quickly 
discover where the gaps in your memory 
are.
Adam Grant, New York Times, 4/22/19
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Mental sweat, productive struggle, 

desirable difficulty

• Retrieval works best when it’s difficult to remember

• Making mistakes (I thought I knew that!) and fixing them

• This improves learning and delays forgetting.

• Each time, neural pathways are wrapped in more myelin, work 
more efficiently, increase bandwidth.

• “Deep practice” 
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Which is the best method

to study for a 25-word spelling test?

1. 2. 3. 4. 5.

0 0 000

1. Copy each word ten 
times.

2. Write each word in a 
sentence.

3. Write each word from 
memory, check, try 
again with wrong 
answers.

4. Spell each word aloud.

5. Another method

54

6.  Leveraging peer 

instruction

• Harvard’s Eric Mazur troubled by his physics students’ 
low performance on conceptual understanding.

• Began to use clicker questions several times each class

• If 30-70% wrong answers, “Convince your neighbor”
• This brought about dramatic improvement.
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Brief lecture: Unique properties of water

• One of few substances that expands when it freezes.

• That’s why ice floats – it’s less dense than liquid water.

• What portion of an iceberg is above the water? What 
portion is below the water?

• What happens when it melts?

56

One ice cube is floating in a glass of water.

What happens to the water level as it melts?

1. 2. 3. 4.

0 000

1. The water level 
drops.

2. The water level 
stays the same.

3. The water level 
rises.

4. We need more 
information.
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What happened in Mazur’s classes

• Misunderstandings and errors dealt with immediately.

• Some peers explained concepts well.
• Mazur’s listened and improved.
• Follow-up explanations helped.

• Long-term retention improved.
• Especially on conceptual items.
• Female students did better.

Mazur’s book: Prentice Hall, 1997, 
summarized in Marshall Memo 241
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Assessments’ vital role in…
Leveling the playing field:

1.  Preventing knowledge and skill gaps
2.  Fostering a growth mindset
3.  Building all students’ self-reliance

Improving learning in real time:
4.  Spotting and fixing student struggles during lessons
5.  Improving retention through the “retrieval effect”
6.  Leveraging peer instruction

Shifting the conversation to results:
7.  Generating graphic displays of student learning
8.  Providing substance for teacher team collaboration
9.  Helping principals supervise with an eye to learning

60

7.  Generating 

graphic displays of 

student learning
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What good graphics do

• Show everyone the big picture of student achievement

• Set goals, track progress toward them, celebrate success

• Motivate students

• Inform administrators and instructional coaches

• Sharpen teacher team discussions

• Diagnose learning problems

• Identify weak areas in the curriculum, bad test items

• Pinpoint effective and ineffective instruction practices

63
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Color Lengend for Brief Constructed Responses:

Count A 81 93 95 16 18 19 15 61 81 59 73 25
Count B 33 6 17 49 28 25 31 35 21 17 24 77

Teacher Count C 7 23 11 48 46 73 46 20 17 16 19 17
Test Count D 10 11 9 19 39 16 40 16 11 38 16 13

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12
Student ID First Name Last Name Class A A A C C C C A A A D B

43% 61% 70% 71% 36% 35% 55% 35% 46% 61% 44% 12% 58%

274493063 Student 1 Official Class 6D1 14 40% B A B C B D C A B A A B
204243521 Student 2 Official Class 6D1 18 51% A A A C C B C B A B A A
212841035 Student 3 Official Class 6D1 16 46% A D D B C A A A A A A C
203165022 Student 4 Official Class 6D1 14 40% A A A A D C C A C C A B
205309446 Student 5 Official Class 6D1 18 51% A A B C D C D B A A A A
207211004 Student 6 Official Class 6D1 20 57% A A A B A C B B A A A B
206012049 Student 7 Official Class 6D1 24 69% A A A A C C B B A A D B
204525877 Student 8 Official Class 6D1 18 51% B A A C C C D A A D B B
274269976 Student 9 Official Class 6D1 16 46% A A B B A C D B A D A C
270391576 Student 10 Official Class 6D1 24 69% A A A B D C C A A A A B
209410596 Student 11 Official Class 6D1 23 66% A A A C D C C B A B B B
217423565 Student 12 Official Class 6D1 25 71% A A A C C C C A A A A B
275228849 Student 13 Official Class 6D1 19 54% A A A B D C B A B D A B
274546332 Student 14 Official Class 6D1 9 26% A C A D C D C A A D C B
204024681 Student 15 Official Class 6D1 20 57% A A A C D C D A A D C B
203348107 Student 16 Official Class 6D1 9 26% B C B A D C A C A B C A
206422339 Student 17 Official Class 6D1 13 37% A A D A C B B C A B A B
274672773 Student 18 Official Class 6D1 14 40% A B B B D C D A B B A B
203025911 Student 19 Official Class 6D1 20 57% A A A B D C C A A B A D
274641612 Student 20 Official Class 6D1 10 29% A A A B A D B C A A A B
269834420 Student 21 Official Class 6D1 21 60% A A A C D B B A A A A B
203955489 Student 22 Official Class 6D1 13 37% B A A C D A C B A D D D
204107957 Student 23 Official Class 6D1 7 20% A C A D B B D B - C B B
270518632 Student 24 Official Class 6D1 14 40% B A C C A C B B B A A B
219956653 Student 25 Official Class 6D2 6 17% C B A B A D A D A D C C
202910709 Student 26 Official Class 6D2 19 54% A A A B B C D A A A A B
270595317 Student 27 Official Class 6D2 14 40% A A A A C C C B A D A D
214923724 Student 28 Official Class 6D2 22 63% A A A C B C D A A D A B

D
et

er
m

in
e 

ho
w

 th
e 

st
ru

ct
ur

e 
or

 o
rg

an
iz

at
io

n 
of

 a
 p

as
sa

ge
 a

id
s 

co
m

pr
eh

en
si

on

D
is

tin
gu

is
h 

be
tw

ee
n 

a 
fa

ct
 a

nd
 a

n 
op

in
io

n

D
is

tin
gu

is
h 

be
tw

ee
n 

a 
fa

ct
 a

nd
 a

n 
op

in
io

n

Id
en

tif
y 

a 
de

ta
il-

-s
et

tin
g-

-e
xp

lic
it

D
ra

w
 c

on
cl

us
io

ns
 fr

om
 p

as
sa

ge
 d

et
ai

ls

U
se

 c
on

te
xt

 c
lu

es
 to

 d
et

er
m

in
e 

th
e 

m
ea

ni
ng

 o
f u

nk
no

w
n 

wo
rd

s

M
ak

e 
in

fe
re

nc
es

 b
as

ed
 u

po
n 

in
fo

rm
at

io
n-

-in
fe

rre
d

D
et

er
m

in
e 

ho
w

 th
e 

st
ru

ct
ur

e 
or

 o
rg

an
iz

at
io

n 
of

 a
 p

as
sa

ge
 a

id
s 

co
m

pr
eh

en
si

on

U
se

 c
on

te
xt

 c
lu

es
 to

 d
er

iv
e 

th
e 

m
ea

ni
ng

 o
f w

or
ds

Id
en

tif
y 

a 
m

is
sin

g 
pi

ec
e 

fro
m

 th
e 

ou
tlin

e 
of

 a
 p

as
sa

ge
--o

ut
lin

e 
co

ve
rs

 m
ai

n 
to

pi
cs

 a
nd

 s
ub

-to
pi

cs

U
se

 c
on

te
xt

 c
lu

es
 to

 d
er

iv
e 

th
e 

m
ea

ni
ng

 o
f w

or
ds

D
is

tin
gu

is
h 

be
tw

ee
n 

a 
fa

ct
 a

nd
 a

n 
op

in
io

n

For scores of 0

For scores of 1

For scores of 2

Represents percentages between 0-59%

Represents percentages between 60-79%

35 O
ve

ra
ll 

%
 C

o
rr

ec
t

Represents percentages between 80-100%

Color Legend for Selected Responses:

Correct Response

Incorrect Response

Total Possible Points:

Color Legend (for % ranges only):

Average Score & % Correct

R
es

p
o

n
s

e 
C

o
u

n
ts

6th grade ita 1

Test Item #

Correct Resp.



70

How well is your school using

graphic displays of student learning?

1. 2. 3.

0 00

1. Excellent, helpful 
graphic displays

2. Mixed bag, with 
some teams not 
using them well

3. Very little of this

5

Answer Now!

71

8.  Providing substance for

teacher team collaboration

“Your kids did better than mine. What did you do?”

72

Rick DuFour�s three questions:

1. What do we want each student to learn?

2. How will we know when each student has learned it?

3. How will we respond when a student experiences 
difficulty in learning?

Educational Leadership May 2004
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Interim assessments

• Also known as periodic, benchmark, common 
formative, quarterly…

• But what value can they add to good on-the-spot
assessments?

77

Andon cord on auto assembly line

• Workers who spot defects are empowered to stop the line.

• They give feedback up the line to prevent repetition

• Actually speeds up the line

• Small wins

• Continuous improvement

W. Edwards Deming

78

Do your teacher teams have enough time to 

discuss the results of common assessments?

1. 2. 3. 4.

0 000

1. Yes, all do

2. Most do

3. Some do

4. This has been an 
ongoing problem

5

Answer Now!
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How can interims complement on-the-spot?

• More formal and rigorous
• Challenge students to remember and apply.
• Errors and misconceptions can be displayed graphically.

• Can analyze what students were confused about.
• Teacher team discussions can take place - synergy

• The principal can get involved, support, cross-pollinate.
• More systematic intervention with struggling students.

• The principal can supervise with greater insight.
• Test familiarity and confidence
• Common assessments get teachers on the same page.
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But not all PLC work is going well

• Rick DuFour was especially concerned that teachers 
aren’t using data to look critically at their teaching

• Teach, test, move on

• A cycle of repeated failure

– The same students aren’t successful each time

– Sit through remediation that doesn’t change 
anything

– A permanent underclass of failure
85
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10 ways “data-driven instruction” can fail

• Teachers fear it’s a “gotcha”, will be blamed for low scores, part of evaluation.

• Low-quality tests, focusing on test prep, superficial knowledge, low-level skills

• Tests not frequent enough to have timely impact on instruction

• Tests too frequent, overlapping with teachers’ tests, leading to over-testing!

• Students don’t take interim tests seriously, making the data worthless.

• Slow turnaround time getting test data to teachers

• Confusing test data display, difficult for teachers to make sense of the results

• Same-grade/same-subject teachers don’t meet to discuss data.

• Teacher data meetings fall into the “culture of nice”, no rigorous discussion.

• No meaningful follow-up with struggling students afterward

871. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10.

0 0 0 0 000000

1. Teachers fear “gotcha”
2. Low-quality tests
3. Not frequent enough
4. Too frequent

5. Kids don’t take seriously
6. Slow turnaround time
7. Confusing data display
8. Teachers don’t discuss
9. “Culture of nice” in teams
10. No follow-up with kids

5

Answer Now

Check any problems with your interim tests
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What final grade would you give a student 

who received the following marks on ten 

assignments over a semester:

C, C, missed, D, C, missed, B, missed, B, A

1. 2. 3. 4. 5.

0 0 000

1. A
2. B

3. C
4. D

5. F
Answer Now

89

Principals are key to orchestrating this

• Frequent, substantive team conversations about results.

• Common assessments scheduled 4-5 times a year

• Data meetings in everyone’s calendar

• Ground rules to keep focused, low-stakes 

• Coaches facilitate; principals drop in, get reports

• Everyone analyzes results and uses the insights.

• Teams invested in continuous improvement

90

How helpful are interim assessments

in your school?

1. 2. 3.

0 00

1. Teams have 
common 
assessments, using 
the data really well.

2. Mixed bag, with 
some teams not 
using data well

3. Not being used for 
a variety of reasons

5

Answer Now!
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9.  Helping principals supervise 

with an eye to learning

92

Looking at all types of assessments

- Performance tasks assess understanding, application:
GRASPS: 
Goal, Role, Audience, Situation, Product, Standards

- Some examples…

93

What’s the relationship between teacher 

effectiveness and test scores?

4

3

2

1

1 2 3 4

Student 

achievement

Teachers’ evaluations



9494

95

New York City’s value-added metric

• Confidence interval in Math is 35 points.

• Confidence interval in ELA is 53 percentile points.

96

It looks more like this

4

3

2

1

1 2 3 4

Student 

achievement
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Test scores as part of teacher evaluation?

• This seems logical, and it’s appealing to some politicians.
• Yes, some teachers do produce more learning than others.

• VAM slightly better than traditional principals’ evaluations
• But there are big problems with accuracy and reliability.
• So dismissing teachers is problematic (2016 Shari Lederman 

case in New York).
• And no details for improving instruction.

• So VAM data won’t produce lift.
• And some individual teachers

will be harmed – “collateral damage.” Pascale Mauclair

98

But can’t student learning be part of the 

supervision and evaluation process?

• Using test scores, even as a small fraction of 
teachers’ evaluations, can be unfair.

• But what about fairness to the kids? They deserve 
effective teaching!

• Advocates of accountability have a point:

• Student learning should be part of the process.

• But how?

99

Five ways principals can “supervise” student 

learning in a medium-stakes manner

• During classroom visits – are the kids “getting it?”, 
insights for chats with teacher afterward

• After visits, looking at exit tickets, student work

• Dropping in on team curriculum unit planning – how 
will learning be assessed?

• Dropping in on team discussions of interim and unit 
assessments – what do the results tell us?

• Teacher team end-of-year value-added reports
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Local measures with medium stakes -

Student Learning Objectives (SLO) done right

• Here are some ways to measure student learning:
– Fountas-Pinnell reading levels
– Writing rubrics
– Diagnostic math assessments

– Portfolios
– Performance tasks

• All teachers K-12 can track learning gains, including 
art, music, physical education, and others.

• These measures can be part of accountability.

101

What this looks like in a school

• 2nd-grade team meets in September, decides on metrics
• Meet with the principal, get the green light
• Do a baseline assessment of all students
• Set a SMART goal – 85% at Level M (or a growth goal)
• Work hard all year, use on-the-spot and interim 

assessments, team meetings to continuously improve
• Assess students at the end of the year
• Proudly present value-add data to the principal
• Get a team rating – medium stakes
• That is part of each teacher’s individual evaluation.

102

Why this works so well

• Uses appropriate assessments that teachers trust. 
• Medium stakes (Campbell’s Law)
• Encourages teacher teamwork and sharing.
• The focus is on student learning.
• Can be used with all teachers (primary, music, art).
• Involves meaningful goal-setting.
• It measures the learning gains made that year.
• A premium on using learning data during the year
• Pressure on underperforming teachers to shape up
• Involves the principal up front, all year, at end.
• A manageable number of end-of-year meetings102
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Wrapping up:

Are assessments being used to…

1. Prevent knowledge and skill gaps?

2. Foster a growth mindset?

3. Build all students’ self-reliance?
4. Spot and fix student struggles during lessons?

5. Improve retention through the “retrieval effect”?

6. Leverage peer instruction?
7. Generate graphic displays of student learning?

8. Provide substance for teacher team collaboration?
9. Help principals supervise with an eye to learning?

104

Summative

Interim, unit

On-the-spot

In which areas do the nine points work?

105

Coaches, band leaders, drama teachers… 

• They often use on-the-spot and interim assessments

• The game or performance is the summative assessment

• Way before then, lots of formative data, coaching

• Content teachers have a lot to learn from them! 

• A system of continuous improvement

• Cholesterol problem: strategies, outcomes
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Summing up

• Jot down your 2-3 biggest take-aways from today

• Share with your elbow partner

106
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Contact information

Kim’s e-mail:

kim.marshall48@gmail.com

Marshall Memo website for 
rubrics and articles (click 
on Kim Publications):

www.marshallmemo.com
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mailto:kim.marshall48@gmail.com
http://www.marshallmemo.com/

