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  Praise for Assessment-Powered Teaching

  “The author effectively shows how data-driven decision making works and presents practical examples of how this would work in a school. The examples of data collection systems provided are easily understandable.”

  Stephen Armstrong, Social Studies Department Supervisor, West Hartford Public Schools, West Hartford, CT

  “We always hear about ‘data-driven decisions’ but rarely find the information on how to use the data in one place. This book is a one-stop shop for using data to facilitate student learning . . . it provides a practical, hands-on way to handle a task that many teachers find insurmountable.”

  Nancy Foote, Teacher, Higley Unified School District, Gilbert, AZ

  “This book is a must-have for any group of educators that wants to get into the ‘nuts and bolts’ of what students are learning (or not learning); it sets teachers up for success.”

  Donna Adkins, First-Grade Teacher, Louisa E. Perritt Primary School, Arkadelphia, AR

  “This book offers a step-by-step approach to becoming an assessment-powered teacher."

  Diane Callahan, Retired Teacher, West Chester, OH

  “Assessment-Powered Teaching provides a wonderful explanation of what to do with all the gems that can be mined from assessment and testing documents.”

  Roxie R. Ahlbrecht, Second-Grade Classroom Teacher and Math Teacher Leader, Robert Frost Elementary School, Sioux Falls, SD

  “The strength of this book is that it has taken all the research and common-sense items about testing and put them into a reader-friendly format.”

  Shelly Kelly, District Math Instructional Coach, Great Falls Public Schools, Great Falls, MT

  “Every teacher wants to know how to effectively and efficiently use assessment results to inform teaching in the classroom, and this book delivers the ways it can be done. It shows teachers how to use formative and summative assessments with a critical eye. Nancy Sindelar is also very supportive of collegial sharing for keeping consistency, aligning standards and making sure all teachers in the same grade or subject are working together successfully.”

  Maria Mesires, Seventh-Grade Science Teacher, Case Middle School, Watertown, NY

  “Assessment-Powered Teaching is straightforward and yet gentle in taking the reader from an understanding of assessment to the pragmatic collection and use of data to the necessary and critical process of professional and collegial dialogue to not only improve student learning, but to improve the craft of teaching as well.”

  Susan N. Imamura, Retired Elementary School Principal, Honolulu, HI
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  Preface

  As teachers we are spending more time than ever before testing our students. Though schools have more test data than ever before, many use test results merely to select and sort students and conform to No Child Left Behind (NCLB) requirements. As a result, some of us view testing as a mandate that robs us and our students of valuable instructional time and siphons the creativity from our classrooms. If we make the decision, however, to use the results of our tests, we can harness the power of testing as an effective classroom resource to inform our teaching, monitor our students’ progress, and get our students energized about their learning.

  The purpose of Assessment-Powered Teaching is to illustrate the power meaningful assessment brings to the art and science of teaching and to share efficient and practical tools and strategies for using formative and summative assessment results to actually enhance our teaching effectiveness and our students’ learning. Using testimonials from assessment-powered teachers, the book explains how teachers at any grade level and in any size school can use analyzed test results to inform teaching, monitor students’ progress toward learning targets and standards, and provide motivational feedback to students. The book argues that testing is a power tool for helping teachers rather than an intrusion on our academic freedom and our valuable instructional time.

  Assessment-Powered Teaching is based on my own experience as a teacher, department chair, assistant principal, and assistant superintendent for curriculum, instruction, and assessment, as well as my work as a university professor and with schools around the country on curriculum and assessment issues. Though my ideas are supported by current research on assessment, the suggestions in the book are practical and are currently being implemented in high-achieving classrooms across the country. Examples come from small schools and large schools, and practitioners at various grade levels and subject areas provide supporting quotations and vignettes. The examples are stories from teachers who have transformed their teaching and their students’ learning by using test results efficiently and effectively and from my own work, which has moved economically and culturally diverse schools from being on academic watch lists to receiving state level “most improved” recognition status.

  Because the book is meant to be a practical and motivational guide to teachers at all levels, the content is focused on what I believe are key areas of interest to practitioners.

  •  Chapter 1 engages the reader in the topic of assessment and its value to a teacher.

  •  Chapter 2 details how a school, a teacher team, or an individual teacher can set up an efficient and effective system for student test data collection and analysis.

  •  Chapter 3 shows how teachers can use formative assessments to immediately inform teaching, inform teaching over time, and how benchmark and summative assessments can be used to predict scores on high-stakes tests. Because it is not practical for teachers to do test analysis by hand, discussion of practical and easy-to-use methods of computerized test analyses is included. This discussion focuses on how we can make test data useful at the classroom level without dying under the weight of analyzing test data by hand.

  •  Chapter 4 focuses on ways teachers can help students use their assessment results to define next steps in learning and become more motivated and self-directed in their learning.

  •  Chapter 5 is devoted to the importance of disaggregating test data to close the achievement gap and increase the achievement of diverse learners.

  •  Chapter 6 highlights the benefits of team membership and walks readers through the process of successful team meetings.

  These chapters outline methods and resources teachers are currently using to empower their teaching and their students’ learning. You probably are using some of these methods already, but hopefully you’ll learn about some new strategies and resources to reenergize your teaching. Each chapter ends with a rubric enabling you to self-assess your own status as an assessment-powered teacher as well as “Reflections,” which provide an opportunity to reflect upon the next steps you’ll take to further empower your teaching. Though you’ll still be asked to test, test, test, using test results will put you in the position of gaining power and success rather than in the position of feeling like a victim of too much testing.
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  Introduction

  Teachers are being asked to test, test, test, but many schools do little with the test results other than sort students into various categories of proficiency or lack thereof. Some teachers feel testing has taken the joy out of teaching. Others believe valuable instructional time has been lost as a result of testing.

  Yet as 2014 approaches, the deadline according to NCLB for when all students must meet or exceed standards, we, as teachers, are under increasing pressure to make certain our students meet standards and our schools meet adequate yearly progress. Now, more than ever, we need to embrace testing as a valuable classroom tool to guide instruction, use the efficient technological resources that are available for test scoring and analysis, and profit from the benefits that come from analysis of test results to increase learning, motivate students, and even raise test scores.

  As teachers, most of us received little formal training in how to assess students or make use of assessment data. Though tools for scoring and assessment analysis are available and currently exist in many schools, many teachers still engage in the time-consuming task of hand-scoring tests and are unwilling or unable to use the data analysis tools that are available to dramatically increase their capacity to monitor learning and increase students’ learning trajectories.

  Assessment-Powered Teaching illustrates, step by step, the power teachers can gain from using test results from both state and local classroom tests in their classrooms on a daily basis to inform teaching, monitor the progress of all students, and motivate and energize students with the results of their learning. By using test results as an integral part of the planning and teaching process, our teaching improves because we take into account what our students know, believe, and bring to our classrooms, as well as what our students still need to learn. Understanding the needs of our students also guides our broader decisions about curriculum and program design and systemic changes needed for meaningful intervention.

  Though tests often are used to separate students and exclude them from programs and opportunities, testing also can be a lever for greater equity in learning and a means for closing the achievement gap. The use of standards-based curriculum and assessments increases the likelihood that students will acquire the same knowledge and skills and have their work judged according to the same criteria. Using results from standards-based tests gives us the information needed to guide our reteaching and intervention efforts. When we disaggregate data from standards-based assessments, we are able to identify the strengths and weaknesses of specific subgroups and thus provide specific subgroup interventions that will close the achievement gap.

  Assessment-Powered Teaching explains how an individual teacher, a teacher team, or an entire school can build a standards-based curriculum and assessment system that will provide reliable test results to guide a data-driven instructional process. Assessment options, scoring options, and details on how to use test data in meaningful ways, individually or in a team setting, are discussed. A glossary of terms associated with testing is provided to enhance clarity and understanding of the various resources available to teachers.

  Knowing how to use standards to define learning targets, build standards-based curriculum and assessments, gather and use test data in the classroom, and share data-driven teaching strategies with team members gives us, as teachers, power. Knowledge is power, and Assessment-Powered Teaching puts it all together in a step-by-step format.
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  Using the Power of Assessment

  Assessment of student learning is nothing new. The word assess dates back to the Medieval Latin word assidere, which means to sit by or attend (Scott Foresman, 1988), and attending to students’ learning by using a variety of assessment strategies always has been a trademark of good teaching. Assessments show us what our students know before instruction begins, whether or not our students are understanding the lesson while it is being delivered, as well as what, if anything, our students have learned from the lesson.

  Effective teachers use multiple forms of assessment. In addition to tests and quizzes, we position ourselves in classrooms and labs to visually attend to all students’ learning and behavior while delivering instruction. Often we can tell whether or not students are “getting it” just by the expressions on their faces. The information we gain from the various kinds of assessments we use, be it formal tests, student discussion, or student body language, has long been the power that drives the numerous adjustments we make to the teaching and learning activities that are taking place in our classrooms.

  What is new is that assessments are now being used to hold teachers and schools accountable more than ever before. What students have or have not learned is published in local newspapers, school report cards are sent home to parents on a regular basis, and schools that fail to make adequate yearly progress face serious consequences. To some extent, “testing” has become the dirty word of the education profession. Many teachers feel they are spending their days teaching to tests they didn’t author and that creativity and content are being stripped from their classrooms due to state and federally mandated tests. Clearly, under No Child Left Behind we are being asked to teach differently than we were taught and are also being held accountable for student learning.

  The purpose of this book is to rekindle in teachers the power that meaningful assessment brings to the art and science of teaching and to share some tools and strategies that will afford teachers the opportunity to use assessment to enhance teaching effectiveness in an efficient and practical manner. Teachers who have embraced twenty-first century, state-of-the-art assessment practices have been recharged as teachers and have seen student learning accelerate and test scores rise. They are the assessment-powered teachers of the twenty-first century who have embraced change to become more effective and strategic in their teaching and assessment methods. Here their stories will be shared, celebrated, and hopefully replicated by the reader.

  These are the steps you can take to become an assessment-powered teacher.

  Step One: Become Familiar With Student Assessment Data and Learn to Use It to Enhance Your Teaching

  As teachers, we are in the business of constantly assessing our students. We test, test, test! But many of us don’t take the time to actually analyze test data to understand the results of our teaching and what our students have or have not learned. Some of us don’t know how to analyze test data; others of us don’t know what to do with analyses that have been prepared for us. Too often we use test results to assign a grade and don’t go any farther. Too often unit and chapter tests signal to us as teachers and to our students that the unit is over, and it’s time to move on to new material.

  Unfortunately, taking the time to look at assessment results to understand what our students have or have not learned often is forsaken due to the pressure to move on to the next chapter and keep up with the relentless pace of a packed curriculum. As a result, some students are forced to learn new material without the prerequisite skills needed for the new learning that is to take place. Other students have missed the knowledge they will be expected to have mastered later in their educational careers.

  The rush to move through the curriculum is a false economy that has a negative impact on learning that multiplies over time as students who miss learning basic information fall further and further behind. As teachers, we all have been guilty of moving on when our students really weren’t ready to move on. In doing so, we placed our students in a losing situation, because they weren’t prepared for the new material that was going to be presented to them, and simultaneously we created a situation whereby our teaching became less effective. We can, however, remedy this lose-lose situation by taking action and seizing the power that comes from test analysis and using the results of test analysis to reteach when and where necessary.

  The data from both classroom tests and state mandated tests can provide us with valuable information to inform our teaching and improve our students’ learning. The existence of new assessment software enables us to see the results of our teaching and the progress of our students’ learning quickly and efficiently. A variety of easy-to-use software programs are available to schools, and some are even free. These software programs score both forced-choice and rubric-graded tests, summarize data indicating which questions our students know and which they don’t know, and show us which standards and learning targets our students know and which they do not know.
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