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This document provides a set of standards to guide decisions about
assessing the teaching and learning of reading and writing. In the past
thirty years, research has produced revolutionary changes in our under-
standing of language, learning, and the complex literacy demands of a
rapidly changing democratic and technological society. The standards
proposed in this document are intended to reflect these advances in our
understanding.

Most people reading this document share common school experiences
with respect to literacy and assessment. For example, in school we read
to get the correct meaning of a text so that we could answer questions
put to us by someone who already knew the correct meaning—or by a
test (often multiple-choice) for which the correct answers were already
determined. In order to develop assessment practices that serve students
in an increasingly complex society, we must outgrow the limitations of our
own schooiing histories and understand language, literacy, and assess-
ment in more complex ways. Literacy, for example, involves not just read-
ing and writing, but a wide range of related language activities. It is both
more social and more personal than a mere set of skilis.

To improve language assessment we must understand not only as-
sessment, but language and how it relates to assessment. The need to
understand language is particularly important. Language is not only the
thing being assessed, but also part of the process of assessment itself.
Consequently, any discussion of literacy assessment must include a dis-
cussion of language: what it is, how it is learned, and how it relates to
assessment. Before we state our assessment standards, then, we will give
an overview of what we mean by assessment, and how we understand
language and its relationship to assessment.

The Nature of Assessment

At one point in the history of schooling, a transmission view of knowl-
edge, curriculum, and assessment dominated (or appeared to satisfy) our
social, political, and economic needs. Knowledge was regarded as a static
entity that was “out there” somewhere, so the key educational question
was, “How do you get it from out there into the students’ heads?” Then
the corollary assessment question was, “What counts as evidence that the
knowledge really is in their heads?” In a transmission view, it made sense
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to develop educational standards that specified the content of instruction
before developing assessment procedures and engagements.

In our postindustrial society, with its ever-increasing need for work-
ers with strong problem-solving dispositions and skills, one of the basic
purposes of schooling that has gained in prominence since the 1920s has
become not simply the transmission of knowledge but the more complex
nurturing of independent learning. A curriculum committed to indepen-
dent learning is built upon the premise that inquiry, rather than mere trans-
mission of knowledge, is the basis of teaching and learning.

This shift from knowledge transmission to inquiry as a primary goal
of schools has important implications for assessment. In a knowledge-
transmission framework, tests of static knowledge can suffice as assess-
ment instruments. Students are primarily accountable (either they got the
knowledge or they didn’t), with teachers held accountable next. Policy
makers, such as school board members, trustees, or regents are then the
primary recipients of assessment data.

Inquiry changes the role of assessment and the roles of the partici-
pants. Within an inquiry framework, assessment is the exploration of how
the educational environment and the participants in the educational com-
munity support education as a process of learning to become indepen-
dent thinkers and problem solvers. This exploraticn includes an
examination of the environment for teaching and learning, the processes
and products of learning, and the degree to which all participants (stu-
dents, teachers, administrators, parents, and board members) meet their
obligation to support inquiry.

Inquiry emphasizes different processes and types of knowledge than
does knowledge transmission. For example, it values the ability to rec-
ognize problems and to generate multiple and diverse perspectives in trying
to solve them. An inquiry perspective asserts that while knowledge and
language are likely to change over time, what will remain constant is the
need for learners at all levels (students, teachers, parents, administrators,
and policy makers) to solve new problems, generate new knowledge, and
invent new language practices. An inquiry perspective would promote
problem finding and problem solving as goals for all participants in the
educational community. For example, inquiry would value the question
of how information from different sources can be used to solve a particu-
lar problem. [t would value explorations of how teachers can promote
critical thinking for all students. And it would raise the question of why
our society privileges the knowledge and cultural heritage of some groups
over others within current school settings.

Inquiry fits the needs of a multicultural society in which it is essential
to value and find strength in cultural and epistemological diversity. It also
honors the commitment to raising questions and generating multiple so-
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lutions. Various stakeholders and cultural groups provide different answers
and new perspectives on problems. In a sense, respecting difference among
learners becomes a self-correcting and enriching strategy for all learners
and, most important, for the curriculum.

Just as the principle of inquiry values differences, so the principle of
difference values conversation over recitation as the primary mode of
discourse. In a recitation, it is assumed that one person, the teacher,
possesses the answers and that the others, the students, interact with the
teacher and one another in an attempt to uncover the teacher’s knowl-
edge. In a conversation, all of the stakeholders in the educational envi-
ronment (students, parents, teachers, specialists, administrators, and policy
makers) have a voice at the table as curriculum, standards, and assess-
ments are negotiated. Neither inquiry nor learning is viewed as the ex-
clusive domain of students and teactiers. Both are primary concerns for
all members of the school community. For example, administrators ask
themselves hard questions about whether the structures they have estab-
lished support staff development, teacher reflection, and student learn-
ing. School board members ask themselves whether they have lived up
to the standards they have set for themselves and their schools to pro-
vide teachers and students with the resources they need to guarantee learn-
ing opportunities.

Quality assessment, then, hinges on the process of setting up condi-
tions so that the classroom, the school, and the community become cen-
ters of inquiry where students, teachers, and other members of the schoo!
community investigate their own learning, both individually and
collaboratively. The onus of assessment does not fall disproportionately
upon students and teachers (which is often the case in schools in our society
today); instead, all those involved in curriculum inquiry are held respon-
sible for investigating the roles they have played. Different members of
the school community have different but interacting interests, roles, and
responsibilities. And assessment is the medium that allows all to explore
what they have learned and whether they have met their responsibilities
to the school community.

The Nature of Language

Language is very much like a living organism. It cannot be put to-
gether from parts like a machine, and it is constantly changing. Like a
living organism it exists only in interaction with others, in a social inter-
dependence. Language is a system of signs through and within which we
represent and make sense of the world and of ourselves. Language does
not contain meaning; rather, meaning lies in the social relationships within
which language occurs. Individuals in communities make sense of lan-
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guage within their social relationships, their personal histories, and their
collective memory. In order to make sense of even a single word, people
take into account the situation and their relationship with the speaker or
writer, as they understand all three—the word, the situation, and their re-
lationship with speaker or writer.

Take, for example, the word “family,” a word used many times as if
all members of the society were agreed on its meaning. The word may
mean different things in different contexts, however, whether cultural, situ-
ational, or personal. To a white forty-year-old whose parents moved with
their two children from Hlinois to Maine in the fifties, “family” may mean
the nuclear family with which she grew up. To someone from a different
culture, for example an African American or Asian American, the word
“family” may conjure images of the constellation of grandparents, aunts,
uncles, and cousins who live together or near each other and constitute
his family. In yet another context, for example a television commercial
for a long-distance telephone company, appeals to the word “family” take
on a persuasive edge that may or may not coincide with the hearer’s own
needs or wants. And meaning may vary even between one person and
another, since the meanings attached to the word “family” are likely to
be quite different depending on one’s own experience in the family or fami-
lies one has lived with. Thus different people make different sense of
apparently similar language. Even the same words will mean different
things to the same person in different situations and to different people in
what seems to be the same situation.

Because individuals make different sense of language depending on
their cultural and personal histories, there are complexities that we do not
often take seriously. For example, when we attempt to standardize a test
(make it the same for everyone), we make the tenuous assumption that
students will all make the same meaning from the language of our instruc-
tions.

Different cultures also have different ways of representing the world,
themselves, and their intentions with language. For example, in any given
cultural group, people have different ways of greeting one another, de-
pending on the situation (e.g., a business meeting, a funeral, a date) and
on their relationship to one another. Our own language practices come
from our cultural experience with language, but our individual language
practices along with those of others collectively make the culture. Indeed,
the different ways people use language to make sense of the world and
of their lives are the major distinguishing features of different cultural
groups.

At the same time, language is always changing as we use it. Words
acquire different meanings, ar.c new language structures and uses appear
as people stretch and pull the language to make new meanings. Conse-
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quently, the meaning that individuals make from language varies across
time, social situation, personal perspective, and cultural group.

The Learning of Language

By the time children arrive at school they have learned to speak at
least one language, and have mastered most of the language structures
they will ever use. Through social interaction, using the language they
hear around them from birth, they have developed vocabulary, syntax, and
underlying (but unknown to them) rules of grammar that give meaning
to the world as they see it. Nonetheless, we often teach language in schools
as if children came with little or no language competence. Nothing could
be further from the truth. Children can request, demand, explain, recount,
persuade, and express opinions. They bring to school the ability to nar-
rate their own life histories. They are authors creating meaning with lan-
guage long before they arrive at school.

As children acquire language in social interaction, particularly with
others whose language is different or more complex, they gain flexibility,
engaging in language for different purposes and in different social situa-
tions. Learning a second dialect roughly parallels learning the first, for
learning any language also entails becoming competent in the social re-
lationships that underlie it. Children also develop fluent use of the lan-
guage without explicit knowledge of or instruction in rules and grammars.
We would most productively teach grammars and rules as tools we use
for analyzing language after it has been acquired, since even most adults
who have considerable facility with the language can articulate few, if any,
grammar or language rules. In spite of this truism, we often go about
assessment and instruction in schools as if this were not the case. Fur-
thermore, although we pretend otherwise, language is "ot acquired in any
simple hierarchical sequence.

In some ways, school actually plays a modest role in language acqui-
sition, the bulk of which occurs outside the school. In schools we must
learn to teach language in a way that preserves and respects students’
individuality at the same time that we empower them to learn how to be
responsible and responsive members of learning communities. In other
words, we must respect their right to their own interpretations of language,
including the texts they read and hear, but we must help them learn that
meaning is negotiated with other members of the learning communities
within which they live and work. To participate in thet negotiation, they
must understand and be able to master the language practices and means
of negotiation of the cultures within which they live. They must under-
stcnd the language conventions that are sanctioned in different social situ-
ations, and the consequences of adhering to or violating those conventions.

11
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Although much of our language is learned outside school, studying
language is the foundation of schooling, not just of the “Language Arts.”
For example, in “science” class in school, we make knowledge of the world
using language. To study science, then, we must study the language
through which we make scientific knowledge, language that has an im-
portant impact on the curriculum. For example, if in reading and writing
about science the language is dispassionate and distancing, then that is
part of the knowledge that students construct about science, part of the
way they relate to the world through science.

The Assessment of Language

Our description of language and language learning has important
implications for the assessment of language, first because it is the object
of assessment—the thing being assessed—and second, because it is the
medium of assessment—the means through and within which we assess.
Instructional outcomes in the language arts, and assessment policies and
practices, should reflect what we know about language and its acquisi-
tion. For example, to base a test on the assumption that there is a single
correct way to write a persuasive essay is a dubious practice. Persuad-
ing someone to buy a house is not the same as persuading someone to
go on a date. Persuading someone in a less powerful position is not the
same as persuading someone in a more powerful position—which is to
say that persuasive practices differ across situations, and purposes, and
cultural groups. Similarly, that texts can {and should) be read from dif-
ferent perspectives must be taken as a given—a goal of schooling not to
be disrupted by assessment practices that pretend otherwise. To assert
through a multiple-choice test that a piece of text has only one meaning
is unacceptable given what we know of language.

Moreover, to the extent that assessment practices legitimize only the
meanings and language practices of particular cultural groups, these prac-
tices are acts of cultural oppression. When our assessments give greater
status to one kind of writing over another—for example, expository writ-
ing over narrative writing—we are making very powerful controlling state-
ments about the legitimacy of particular ways of representing the world.
These statements may tend to be reflected in classroom practices.

When we attempt to document students’ language development, we
are partly involved in producing that development. For example, if we
decide that certain skills are “basic” and some are “higher level,” and that
the one needs to be acquired before the other, that decision affccts the
way we organize classrooms, plan our teaching, group students, and dis-
cuss reading and writing with them. The way we teach literacy, the way
we sequence lessons, the way we group students, even the way we physi-
cally arrange the classroom all have an impact on their learning.
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Introduction

The Language of Assessment

Because it involves language, assessment is an interpretive process.
Just as we construct meanings for texts that we read and write, so do we
construct “readings” or interpretations of our students based upon the many
“texts” they provide for us. These assessment texts come in the form of
the pieces that students write, their responses to literature, the various
assignments and projects they complete, the contributions they make to
discussions, their behavior in different settings, the questions they ask in
the classroom or in conferences, their performances or demonstrations
involving language use, and tests of their language competence. Two
different peop' assessing a student’s reading or writing, his or her liter-
ate development, may use different words to describe it.

In classrcoms, teachers assess students’ writing and reading and make
evaluative comments about writers whose work is read. The language of
this classroom assessment becomes the language of the literate classroom
community and thus becomes the language through which students evalu-
ate their own reading and writing. If the language of classroom assess-
ment implies that there are sevcral interpretations of any particular text,
students will come to gain confidence as they assess their own interpre-
tations, and will value diversity in the classroom. If, on the other hand.
the language of classroom assessment implies that reading and writing
can be reduced to a simple continuum of quality, students will assess their
own literacy only in terms of their place on that continuum relative to other
students, without reflecting productively on their own reading and writing
practices.

When teachers write report cards, they are faced with difficult language
decisions. They must find words to represent a student’s literate devel-
opment in all its complexity, often within severe time, space, and format
constraints. They must also accomplish this within the diverse relation-
ships and cultural backgrounds among the parents, students, and admin-
istrators who might read the report. Some teachers are faced with reducing
extensive and complex knowledge about each student’s development to
a single word or letter. This situation confronts them with very difficult
ethical dilemmas. Indeed, the greater the knowledge the teacher has of
the student’s literacy, the more difficult this task becomes.

But it is not just classroom assessment that is interpretive. The pub-
lic “reads” students, teachers, and schools from the data they are given.
Parents make sense of a test score or a report card grade or comment based
on their own schooling history, beliefs, and values. A test score may look
“scientific” and “objective,” but it too must be interpreted, which is always
a subjective and value-laden process.

The terms in which people discuss students’ literacy development have
also changed over time. For example, at various points in our recent his-

13
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tory, students considered to be having difficulty becoming literate have
acquired different labels, such as “basic writer,” “remedial reader,” “dis-
advantaged,” “learning disabled,” “underachiever,” or “retarded reader.”
These different terms can have quite different consequences. Students
described as “learning disabled” are often treated and taught quite differ-
ently from students who are similarly literate but described as “remedial
readers.”

But assessment itself is the object of much discussion, and the lan-
guage of that discussion is also important. For example, teachers’ ob-
servations are often described as “informal” and “subjective” and contrasted
with test results that are considered “formal” and “objective.” The knowl-
edge constructed in such a discussion would be quite different from that
constructed in a discussion in which teachers’ observations were described
as “direct documentation” and test results as “indirect estimation.”

Assessment terms change as different groups appropriate them for
different purposes, and as situations change. Recent discussions about
assessment have changed some of the ways in which previously reason-
ably predictable words are used, belying the simplicity of the glossary we
include at the end of this document. For example, the term “norm-refer-
enced” once meant that assessment data on one student, typically test
data, were interpreted in comparison with the data of other students who
were considered similar. A norm-referenced interpretation of a student’s
writing might assert that it is “as good as that of 20 percent of the stu-
dents that age in the country.” Similarly, “criterion-referenced” assessment
once meant simply that a student’s performance was interpreted with
respact to a particular level of performance—either it met the criterion or
it did not. Recently, however, it has become much less clear in which ways
these terms are being used. The line between criterion and norm has broken
down. For example, “criterion” has recently come to mean “dimension”
or “valued characteristic.” “Norm” has come to be used in much the same
sense. But even in the earlier (and still more common) meaning, most
criteria for criterion-related tests are arrived at by finding out how a group
of students performs on the test, and then setting criteria in accord with
what seems a reasonable point for a student’s passing or failing the test.
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The Standards eee——————————

1. The interests of the student are paramount in assessment.

Rationale

This standard refers to individual students, not students on average
nor students collectively. Assessment must serve, not harm, each and
every student. This means that each individual's intellectual, social, and
emotional well-being must be considered, even when the decision to be
made from the assessment will affect other individual students or even an
entire class or school.

We must recognize that assessment experiences, formal or informal,
have consequences for students (see standard 6—consequential validity).
Assessment procedures have profound effects on students’ lives. Assess-
ments may alter their educational opportunities, increase or decrease their
motivation to learn, elicit positive or negative feelings about themselves
and others, and influence their understanding of what it means to be lit-
erate, educated, or successful.

What features of assessment are likely to serve the student'’s interests?
First and foremost, assessment must encourage students to reflect on their
own reading and writing in productive ways, to evaluate their own intel-
lectual growth, and to set goals. In this way, students become invclved
in and responsible for their own learning and better able to assist the teacher
in focusing instruction. Past assessment practices, particularly norma-
tive practices, have often produced conditions of threat and defensiveness
for students. Constructive reflection is particularly difficult under such
conditions. Thus assessment should emphasize what stizdents can do
rather than what they cannot do. Portfolio assessment, for example, if
managed properly, can be reflective, involving students in their own learning
and assisting teachers in refocusing their instruction.

Second, assessment must provide useful information to inform and
enable reflection. The information must be both specific and timely.
Specific information on student’s knowledge, skills, strategies, and atti-
tudes helps teachers, parents, and students set goals and plan instruction
more thoughtfully. Information about students’ confusions, counterpro-
ductive strategies, and limitations, too, can help students and teachers
reflect on and learn about students’ reading and writing as long as it is
provided in the context of clear descriptions of what they can do. The

“ 15
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timeliness of the information is equally important. If information from
assessment is not provided immediately, it is not likely to be used. Nor
is it likely to be useful, because needs, interests, and aspirations are likely
to change with the passage of time. In either case the opportunity to in-
fluence and promote learning may be missed.

Third, the assessment must yield high-quality information. The quality
of information is suspect when tasks are too difficult or too easy, when
students do not understand the tasks or cannot follow the directions, or
when they are too anxious to be able to do their best or even their typical
work. In these situations students cannot produce their best efforts or
demonstrate what they know. Requiring students to spend their time and
efforts on assessment tasks that do not yield high-quality, useful information
results in students’ losing valuable learning time. Such a loss does not
serve their interests and is thus an invalid practice (see standard 6).

Implications

This standard implies that if any individual student’s interests are not
served by an assessment practice, regardless of whether it is intended for
administration or decision making by an individual or by a group, then
that practice is not valid for that student. Since group-administered,
machine-scorable tests do not normally encourage students to reflect
constructively on their reading and writing, do not provide specific and
timely feedback, and generally do not provide high-quality information
about students, they seem unlikely to serve the best interests of students.
Similarly, many less formal classroom assessments fail to meet these
criteria. Regardless of the source or motivation for any particular assess-
ment, states, school districts, schools, and teachers must demonstrate how
these assessment practices benefit and do not harm individual students.

Assessment instruments or procedures themselves are not the only
consideration in this standard. The context in which they are used can
be equally important. For example, portfolio assessment that satisfies this
standard when used in one class may also satisfy it in the context of a high-
stakes assessment, such as an accountability assessment in which com-
parative scores are published in the newspaper. Authentic assessment
tasks such as those being tested in California and in the New Standards
Project in 112 school districts across the nation offer exciting and insightful
possibilities for producing useful information. Students will perform “au-
thentic” or “real-life” tasks over time, and these tasks can be evaluated
at the district, state, and national levels and provide much more mean-
ingful information about what a student knows and is able to do. Rather
than a simple comparative reporting of aggregate test scores by school
or district, which provides numbers only and is more likely to produce
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defensiveness and anxiety than insight, such task-oriented assessments
can produce meaningful information that shows the level of teaching and
learning actually taking place in a learning community.

Indeed, the most powerful assessments for students are likely to be
those that occur in the daily activity of the classroom. Maximizing the value
of these for students and minimizing the likelihood that they are damag-
ing will involve an investment in staff development and the creation of
conditions that enable teachers to reflect on their own praciice.

2. The primary purpose of assessment is to improve teaching
and learning.

Rationale

Assessment is used in educational settings for a variety of purposes,
such as diagnosing reading and writing difficulties, determining eligibil-
ity, evaluating programs, and reporting to others. Underlying all these
purposes is a concern for improving teaching and learning. However, many
times this concern is obscured by the format and process of assessment,
and by the ways we use assessment information. For example, although
special-education assessments to determine eligibility for special services
appear, on the face, to be designed to improve learning (since they are
intended to provide access to more appropriate instruction), the improved
learning may or may not result.

Currently, literacy assessment is often used for certification and
gatekeeping purposes. In that regard, it is common to argue for “high
standards.” However well-meaning, the result of these practices is to deny
access to appropriate instructional opportunities to both individuals and
entire groups. It is our belief that no society can afford a selective approach
to literacy learning. Indeed, we believe that the need for higher standards
is better expressed as the need for higher-quality instruction, for without
it “higher standards” simply means denying greater numbers of students
access to programs and opportunities. The central function of assessment,
therefore, is not to prove whether or not teaching or learning have taken
place, but to improve the quality of teaching and learning, and to increase
the likelihood that all members of society will acquire a full and critical
literacy (see standard 1).

No matter how elaborate and precise are the data provided by an
assessment procedure, its interpretation, its use, or the context of its use
can render it useless, or worse, with respect to instructional improvement.
Consequently, ensuring that assessment leads to instructional improve-
ment is not simpiy a technical matter of devising instruments for gener-
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ating higher-quality data. At least as important are the conditions under
which assessment takes place and the climate produced by assessment
practices. For example, climates in which assessment data are used to
place blame lead to defensiveness rather than to learning and problem
solving. On the other hand, even assessment procedures that appear to
provide a relatively limited picture of literate learning can provide productive
grounds for reflection in the right circumstances.

The closer the assessment process gets to the student and to the con-
text in which he or she is learning, the more likely it is that this primary
purpose will be well served. The further away one gets, the more abstract
the data become, the less relevant they seem, and the more difficult it
becomes to use such data to improve teaching and learning. Both physical
and psychological distance are relevant in this context. For example, the
larger the population of the classroom, school, or school district, the more
difficult it is to maintain psychological closeness to the individual student
or teacher.

Keeping assessment consistent with this standard requires teachers,
schools, and school districts not only to use assessment to reflect on learn-

ing, but to examine, constantly and critically, the assessment process it-
self.

Implications

Improvement of instruction through assessnient cannot be accom-
plished by imposing external demands. The most productive way for learn-
ers to make change is for them to see, for themselves, any conflicts arising
in their own actions, understandings, and intentions. Reflectiveness is not
just an add-on to instruction in reading and writing; it is an essential com-
ponent of education. Students who have not learned to reflect on their
own learning, who must depend on others to know how their learning is
progressing or which learning strategies are working, are not well prepared
for survival in a democratic society saturated with choices and complex
decisions. Neither will they contribute to the survival of such a society in
an age of constantly changing knowledge and conditions.

The assessment problem becomes, then, one of setting conditions so
that the classroom becomes a center of inquiry where students and teacher

investigate their own learning, both individually and as a learning com-
munity.
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3. Assessment must reflect and allow for critical inquiry into
curriculum and instruction.

Rationale

We asserted at the beginning of this document that assessment is best
viewed as curriculum inquiry. In order for inquiry to proceed, the assess-
ment must reflect the full complexity of the curriculum. This is important
at all levels of assessment. Policy makers no less than teachers and stu-
dents must have a clear perception of the curriculum in order to make
informed decisions. Decisions based on severely restricted or distorted
perceptions will be poor decisions.

In the past, two major problems have beset efforts to align curricu-
lum and assessment. The first has been that curriculum has reflected
assessment rather than the other way around. Thus we have often achieved
a trivial curriculum by aligning it with trivial assessments. Second, in
general, the higher the stakes of the assessment procedure, the more
narrow and trivial has been the assessment instrument used. Such as-
sessment practices are common even when the consequences of these
assessments are very serious for individual lives, such as promotion, or
placement, or public accountability. For example, it is common to claim
that students’ ability to write can adequately be assessed through their
ability to edit already-written pieces, placing the major emphasis on con-
ventions such as grammar and spelling. Teachers who also emphasize
the development of more complex skills such as clarity of writing, atten-
tion to audience, vibrant language, revision, and sound support of asser-
tions find such tests invalid because they do not reflect the full range of
the curriculum.

The processes of reading and writing are complex ones, not measur-
able by simpilistic multiple-choice examinations. For students who are

encouraged to adjust their reading to various types of materials and pur- -

poses, the narrow selections and tasks that appear on most tests where
students must choose a single best answer do not fairly assess the full range
of reading ability. In classrooms where students are urged to form opin-
ions and back them up, they need tc be assessed accordingly, instead of
with tests that do not allow for creative or divergent thinking. Similarly,
after being encouraged to deal with entire texts, students do not find that
the short excerpts on many tests have much in common with the kinds
of reading they have done in and out of class. In addition, such tests send
a message to teachers and students about the kinds of reading and writ-
ing that are valued by society.

Sound educational practices do not result from a model in which as-
sessment determines curriculum and instruction. Indeed, the more invasive
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the assessment, the less valuable the information. Rather, the model must
start with a curriculum that includes valuable assessments. Furthermore,
the higher the stakes of the assessment, the more important it is that as-
sessments reflect the full complexity of the reading and writing curricu-
lum. Those who have adopted sound curricula, provided the best
instruction, and worked to establish literacy as a value in their communi-

ties must have access to assessments that support those elements rather
than undermine them.

Implications

Interactions among curriculum, instruction, and assessment must lead
to productive, ongoing conversations for review and revision. These con-
versations must include students, teachers, administrators, school boards,
parents, test makers, and legislators, all of whom have a stake in valid

assessment procedures that do not intrude on the processes of teaching
and learning.

Policy makers no less than teachers and students must understand the
complexities and importance of a full and critical literacy. They must
recognize that tests, although sometimes necessary, are often not the best
assessment procedures. They must recognize test results for what they
hide as well as for what they reveal. In the public interest, they must not
endow test scores with the power to tell more than they are able.

Following is a case study of one school that met the need for account-

ability by making assessment a part of its ongoing teaching and learning
activities.

Instruction Informs Assessment

In one Vermont school system, the school board was demanding more
frequent testing. Normative achievement tests were not administered until
the end of third grade, but the board believed they needed information ear-
lier in order to tell how well their students were doing in reading during the
primary years.

The teachers were experienced professionals opposed to any norm-ref-
erenced testing. They and the board arrived at a compromise. The board
would wait for two years and not require any further norm-referenced test-
ing. The teachers, during that time, would work toward an evaluation sys-
temn that more fully informed parents and the board about the instruction and
achievement of students in the language arts.

The faculty of the multi-aged (K-3) primary unit had years of experience
in teaching language arts in the individualized, literature-based reading pro-
gram that had been in place in their schools for more than a decade. They
wanted to be able to use books to evaluate students and they wanted the
assessment to reflect their instructional program. Additionally, they wanted

to be able to change an assessment session into instruction if the student’s
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selection proved too difficult; and they did not want to remove the element
of student choice from the assessment process. According to one teacher,
“The ability to choose a book at an appropriate level is an important part of
being a reader,” and they wanted to assess this ability as well as other as-
pects of reading performance.

The teachers decided to use the computer to enter more than two hundred
children’s books in the “books for assessment” system. The books were the
titles contained in the classroom libraries of these teachers. The computer file
for each book would specify its grade-level difficulty (arrived at through dis-
cussion and consensus) and contain an assessment summary sheet to be used
during evaluation. The sheet provided room for recording the student’s re-
telling of the book, space for noting the six or eight follow-up questions that
the teacher asked, along with the answers the students gave, and a list of words
from the book to be used for evaluating word recognition.

Either a student or a teacher could initiate an assessment session. In either
case, the student would choose a book from those available in the class-
room and read it silently. After the student had read silently, the teacher
would listen to him or her read aloud, using the assessment summary sheet
to evaluate book choice, word recognition, and fluency. The teacher would
then ask the student to retell the book, and follow up the retelling with six to
eight questions. Finally, the student’s isolated word recognition would be
evaluated. These assessment sessions would be conducted in very much
the same way as the individual conferences that were the mainstay of the
instructional program and took place at least twice a year. When neces-
sary, students would be referred for additional assessment by resource pro-
fessionals who would conduct a more thorough and formal reading inventory
across multiple levels.

In their informed approach to assessment, these teachers learned more about
the processes of reading and writing. They also improved their ability to speak
with clarity about their goals and the progress of their students. They felt more
confident that they could speak to parents and school koard members about
important aspects of their curriculum. Further, they became more confident
that no individual student would “slip through the cracks.” Finally, they knew
that they had developed an approach to assessment which was consistent with
their philosophy and curriculum, and which also responded to the need to be
accountable to others with vested interests in their work.

4, Assessments must recognize and reflect the intellectually
and socially complex nature of reading and writing and the
important roles of school, home, and society in literacy
development.

Rationale

Reading is a complex negotiation among reader, text (an unseen author),
purpose, and context. Writing involves similarly complex negotiations

1

21

19

L. - D 4 e e e edemmAmgNEeem— - on Tl s



m."“w“l” 1
= |
S = :

20

Standards for the Assessment of Reading and Writing

among writer, audience, purpose, and context. For assessment purposes,
it is essential to understand that the multiple influences involved in both
reading and writing mean that students’ behavior in one setting may not
be at all representative of their behavior in another. Consequently, read-
ing and writing cannot be assessed as isolated, independent tasks or events.
it is critical to gather specific information about materials and tasks be-
ing used with students for both instructional and assessment purposes.

In school settings instruction and assessment should be seen as highly
interactive processes. For example, aspects of the learning situation in-
teract with cultural and home environments to influence student learning
and motivation. These social situations shape purposes for both teach-
ers and students. They also influence the conditions, constraints, and
standards present in the learning context and affect students’ motivation
to engage in reading and writing activities. In the social context of school-
ing, there are many features known to influence learning and performance.
These include types of activities, management efficiency, grouping pat-
terns, teacher and student expectations and beliefs, classroom interactions,
and the classroom environment. In addition, factors associated with teach-
ing such as content, tasks, and materials all affect literacy learning.

The quality and appropriateness of assessment efforts depend to a
considerable extent on the degree to which these complexities have been
considered. The quality of an assessment will be weak if it yields an in-
complete or distorted picture of a student’s literacy. Characteristics of the
text, the task, the situation, and the purpose can all have an impact on
the student’s performance.

Implications

Only some aspects of reading and writing will be captured in any given
assessment situation. Formal tests need to be considerably more com-
plex than is generally true today. Tests that accommodate multiple re-
sponses, different types of texts and tasks, and indicators of attitude and
motivation are all essential to a comprehensive view of literacy achieve-
ment. Wherever possible, assessments must specify the types of texts,
tasks, and situations used for assessment purposes and note whether and
when students’ performance was improved by variations in text quality,
type of task, or situation.

in order to meet this standard, we must depend less on one-shot as-
sessment practices and place more value on ongoing classroom perfor-
mance, assuming that classroom curricula develop the full complexity of
literate learning. Finally, when assessment information is interpreted and
reported, descriptive information about the assessment tasks and texts and
the instructional situation should be included. Given the complexity of the
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tasks involved, reducing reading and writing performance to a letter or
number grade is unacceptable.

The case study below illustrates the way one teacher found to make
sure that all of the factors affecting a student’s performance, both inside
and outside the school, were taken into account in assessment.

Assessment Must Be Contextualized

Dawn teaches third and fourth grades at Franken Elementary School, a
small rural school with a population of seventy students; a faculty of four
classroom teachers, one head teacher, whose duties are primarily adminis-
trative, and two helping teachers; and a schoolwide commitment to descriptive
evaluation and narrative reporting as its methods of assessment. One of her
students, Mary, had been making strong academic progress but had some
social adjustment problems. Dawn used her summaries (done twice dur-
ing the second term) and additional notes on Mary to write a narrative ac-
count of her academic work and social adjustment. Dawn had had frequent
phone conversations and other informal talks with Mary’s parents about many
physical complaints Mary made that Dawn believed might have a
psychosocial basis, and had also consulted with the head teacher. All of
these conversations became part of the report. Later, Dawn met with Mary's
parents to report her findings and compare them with their perception of their
child’s progress. Questions, concerns, agreements, and plans emerged from
Dawns’s conference with Mary’s parents, and were recorded on the confer-
ence sheet that would become part of Mary’s record. One plan was that Mary
and Dawn would keep a dialogue journal about the social issues that often
seemed to overwhelm Mary.

Dawn'’s narrative, descriptive account of Mary is a picture of her growth,
development, and experience within the school. It is also a picture of the
school’s response to Mary. Since information came from all sources—stu-
dent, teacher, parents, administrator, and other teachers—it is as complete
as it can be at that particular time and in that particular place. As these reports
increase, a cumulative picture begins to emerge. Mary's evaluation is rooted
in who she, her family, and the educators are, as well as where they are. In
order to evaluate Mary, the context must be part of the evaluation itself. Thus,
contextualized evaluation becomes a constant challenge and perspective for
Dawn, the other teachers, and the administrator of Franken.

5. Assessment must be fair and equitable.

Rationale

We live in a muiticultural society with a constitution that promises equal
rights to all. Our school communities must work to ensure that all stu-
dents, as different as they are in cultural, ethnic, religious, linguistic, and
. *%‘@d economic background, receive a fair and equitable education. Assess-
T TR ment plays an important part in ensuring fairness and equivy, first because
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it is intimately related to teaching and learning, and second because as-
sessment is often used in attempts to provide an impartial way of deter-
mining who should and who should not be given access to educational
institutions and resources. To be fair, then, assessment must be as free
as possible of biases based on ethnic group, gender, nationality, religion,
socioeconomic condition, sexual orientation, or physical disability. Fur-
thermore, assessment must help us to confront biases that exist in school-
ing.

In the past, tests have been relied upon to try to avoid the cultural and
personal biases of teachers’ judgments. However, just as it is impossible
to eliminate bias from teachers, it is also impossible to produce a cultur-
ally unbiased test of reading or writing. Language itself involves social
conventions that differ from culture to culture. Furthermore, words have
different shades of meaning for different cultures, and the variation in life
experiences across culturally, economically, and geographically different
situations can be quite extreme. Consequently, students will differ enor-
mously in the interpretations they give to the texts they read, the topics
they feel comfortable writing about, and the ways they respond to differ-
ent forms of assessment. Even if a test were able to accommodate lan-
guage differences, the person administering the test could influence
individual performance as well.

The inevitability of bias notwithstanding, when tests must be used, as
many biases as possible should be controlled, and multiple perspectives
and sources of data should be brought to bear to help balance against one
another those biases that will inevitably remain. As far as possible, as-
sessment should be accomplished in a language that will not interfere with
the individual’s performance. Assessment practices should not devalue
cultural differences in dialect. Although all students have the right to learn
to read and write in the privileged dialect of English (often called “Stan-
dard English”), since it is the language of power, failure to use that dia-
lect should not have negative consequences unless the requirement to use
the standard English dialect is specifically stated. Moreover, all students
should study and be assessed on the languages and literatures of cultures
other than their own.

Unavoidable biases should also be made quite clear and public. How-
ever, most biases are part of the perspective we bring from our cultural
backgrounds, so we ourselves tend not to notice them. For example, people
commonly treat boys and girls differently because of the roles and expec-
tations they bring from their own experiences, but are often unaware that
they do so. Because it is difficult to notice our own biases, we must be
concerned that the testing industry, reflecting the rest of society, is popu-
lated and controlled by people whose perspective represents the domi-
nant culture. The teaching profession is faced with a similar problem.
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Because cultural and personal biases are often only noticeable to those
whose experiences are different, it is particularly important that multiple
perspectives be brought to bear on assessment issues (standard 8). For
example, one way to take test bias seriously would be to ensure strong
and varied minority group representation in the construction of public tests.
In this way, test biases should become apparent, and, once recognized,
be easier to reduce. A second important way to help address bias is to
make the test available for public examination after it has been given,
another practice that might render biases more visible.

Because teachers are the most important agents of assessment (stan-
dard 7), unless the biases of their individual judgments, expectations, and
consequent teaching practices are addressed directly, students will not
raceive a fair and equitable education. To ensure fairness, teachers must
have a deep understanding of cultural and gender conditioning and its
consequences, of the sources of difficulty students can encounter in learning
to read and write, and of productive approaches to accommodating diffi-
culty and capitalizing on cultural differences.

Other sources of bias are even less obvious. Assessment practices
can be biased against an entire curriculurn as well as against individual
students. For example, a school community may believe strongly in an
integrated curriculum but be required to administer tests that privilege the
separation of curriculum into subject domains. Similarly, a minimum
competency test the results of which are made public will force attention
away from a critical, thoughtful literacy not seen as “basic” by the test
developer, particularly because it is not possible to examine it using a test.

Inequities in schooling can also be compounded through inappropri-
ate assessment practices. For example, assessment practices often lead
to students’ being placed in different curricula with the intention of pro-
ducing a better match between students and curricula. This leads to a
major equity issue. On the one hand, a better instructional match is pos-
sible, but on the other, different and perhaps lowered expectations, on the
parts of both teachers and students themselves, may result. Once stu-
dents are assigned to systematically different curricula, uneven access to
subsequent experiences and jobs becomes not only a possibility but a
probability. IRA and NCTE are opposed to the use of tests to control access
to educational or employment opportunities when the tests are unrelated
to specific employment (or educational) demands, on the grounds that it
is an unfair practice.

Other uses of assessment can also produce inequities. For example,
external pressures on the use of such tests often differ across school set-
tings, being particularly common in large cities. Similarly, a common
practice in some states is to report in the newspaper the average test scores
of students by district, school, or even classroom. This practice can lead
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to even greater economic differences among districts, since individuals
and businesses are reluctant to move into areas whose schools have low
scores on the tests. Thus, economically stressed school systems become
more so. This practice not only violates standards 1, 2, 4, and 6, but it
results in greater inequities.

Although assessment plays an important role in ensuring fairness and
equity, the goal of equity cannot be laid solely at the feet of assessment.
First, it is not uncommon for school districts to differ in their per-pupil
expenditures by a factor of ten. No assessment practice can shore up the
differences in educational experience that arise from the obviously unequal
conditions of extreme poverty and wealth. Second, otherwise valuable
assessment instruments can be used in ways that exaggerate inequities.

Implications

Since the primary assessment agent is the teacher (standard 7), school
communities and training institutions must organize to expand teachers’
cultural experiences and awareness. School communities must actively
work to reduce bias in school assessment practices, much of which will
require making people aware of the biases they hold but do not notice,
and organizing to bring multiple cultural perspectives to bear on assess-
ment issues.

Performance differences among groups must be used only to improve
teaching and learning for all students, not to display for public consump-
tion, and thereby reinforce, already existing stereotypes about language
competencies among various groups of students. Furthermore, provisions
should be made to ensure that second-language learners be assessed in
ways that permit them to show what they know and can do.

There will always be tensions among concerns for individuals, for lo-
cal communities, and for society at large. For example, some school
communities are relatively homogeneous. Community involvement in
curriculum and assessment may produce changes in school community
practices that are unfair to underrepresented groups in that community.
The equity concerns of the larger society would then be in conflict with
local concerns. On the other hand, when curriculum and assessment are
determined by state or national interests, the motivation for local involve-
ment in schooling is substantially reduced. National, state, and local dif-
ferences in values and beliefs about schooling, literacy learning, and
diversity will produce continuous tensions over curriculum control, involve-
ment, and financial interest. There are no simple resolutions to these di-
lernmas. They go to the heart of the democratic process. These tensions,

then, need to be a source of continual dialogue among the participants in
schooling.
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6. The consequences of an assessment procedure are the
first and most important, consideration in establishing the
validity of the assessment.

Rationale

What assessment improves determines its value. No matter what other
attributes an assessment procedure has, its consequences for students are
primary. Any assessment procedure that does not contribute positively
to teaching and iearning should not be used.

By asserting that procedures cannot be evaluated out of the context
of their use, this standard puts assessment, teaching, and learning back
together. It asserts that cimply devising a more detailed or more com-
plex test will not directly result in a more valid assessment. If an assess-
ment procedure has adverse motivational consequences for school
communities, or segments of school communities, then the procedure is
invalid. Adverse consequences from assessment can arise from a vari-
ety of procedures, for example:

a. Assessment techniques that very publicly value only a narrow
range of literacy activity, or very controlling forms of reading and
writing, and thus enforce a narrowing of the curriculum for students.

b. Assessments or reporting procedures that make students or teach
ers defensive or unreflective, thus inhibiting learning.

c. Reporting procedures that focus on ranking or rating rather than on
performance, thus drawing learners’ attention away from the
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