Asgesement

What's this doing here?

I'm sure that many readers will find this essay somiwhat
out of place. appearing near the front of this collection. Most
books about teaching deal with issues of assessment at or near
the end, an ordinal pesition that mirrors the perceived
chremalogy of teaching in which assessment and evaluation
come into play only after instroction is ower. Flan, teach,
evaluate, right?

Let's take a moment to eethink this idea. Although it's
certainly true that assessment of student learning ks often
considered a culminating activity, thinking about assessment
oaly in this narrow way s decidedly wnps oductive

Many teachers begin mﬁlng without asking and
answering the important guestion of how they'll know that
students %me learned what they think they've taught. The
e of assessment fo some may appear so abvious as o be
inplicit in any instructional planning, but the extent o which
weachers and studenls continue to be surprised by students’

formance on tests, auditions, o jumes, of by students’
inability to demonstrate what they keow in contexts other than
those presented to them directly, Is ample evidence of the fact
that gquestions of sssessment are not tacitly understood. They e
tacit all rlght, but they e mot very well understond.

Assessment i8 inextricably related 1o the geals of
instruction, so the time to begin thinking about assessment is in
the planning stages, before instruction actually begins. lmplicit
in every goal starement is the question of how students will
demonstrate that they've sccomplished the goal. This is no
amall point, and it brings into sharp focus the need for
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precision in our thinking about planning and teaching. How
will students demonstrate that they've accomplished the goals
wiet set for them? I we want students to understand  key
signatures in common practice tertian harmeny, for example,
howe will they shoow us l:f-:li they understand?

The curremt comtroversies over standardized lesting are
emiblematic of this fundamental question: What should we
accept as evidence that students have learned? Ancillary
un‘uI:il:ln:i. thuat appear fen in diseossions of puHir |H'|'.I.-|.'}- AT
intimately related to this fundamental issoe. YWhat should be
the cribera foc determining the suceess of a school? How do we
know that our education dollars are well spent?

Decompartmentalizing teaching and learning

Aot conceptions af education partition teachuin pr:u'l:i.n*
inte curricolum, instruction, and  assessment, Teachors are
supposed to decide upon their goals, plan how ko attam them,
and then evaluste whether students leam what's taught, This
point of view seems loglcal encugh, untl you begin to think
maore deeply about what all of this means in precise terms.

Even the administrative structures of colleges of
education: reflect this compartmentalimed way of thinking.
There are departments of curciculum and instruction that deal
with the orgamzstion and delivery of subject matter conlent.
This is where the pedagoguees tive. The psychometricians—the
test people—live ebewhere, waually i departments  of
educational peychology. And  although most students  of
education must bake coursework o curriculum, instroction, and
assessment, these topics are usually addressed separately by
specialists who foous on each apart from the others. Too bad,
thuat. Too bad because what ko teach (curriculum), how to teach
finstruction}, and determining whether students have leamaed
fassessment and evaluation) are no! separate at all, but are

--h'i-u.'.]:l.'ll;:.r interwoven.

S, many of my colleagues in education will sccuse me
i ercating a straw-man argument, because no one teaching a
conirse i cunicilum, inskructoon, or sssessment and evaluation
believes that these topics are entirely separate from ome
another. OF course how one teaches is related to what one
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feaches, and how and what prompt the question of how well,
My comeern s that although acknowledgement of the
interrelatedness of ideas may exist 0 the minds of my
colleagues, it s cheardy not @ the minds of most shidents, nor
does it seem to be a prominent feature in thie thinking of many
practicing teschrs,

——

It's important at this point to separate assessment, which
is a process of gathering information, from Reedback and
grading, which are forms of conveying the results of
assessments o others. This & oo small point. Assessment and
grading are not synonymous, even though many students,
teschers, and principals comsider them so. Assessment 8
“finding out.* Pecdback and grading are “communicating what
v e femared oul”

Many fulks in education go o great lengths o explain
how the terms assessmrent, measurement, and evaluation are
different from one another. While it's true that these terms can
evxpress subtly different ideas, 1 find the wsual time spent
i |.a:||:|.l.1:E thar  differenoes  rathor Prdanti.l.' andd Errl:l.‘all}-
unhetpiul. Put most simply: essessment is the messurement of a
learmer™s  performance;  colucfion  describes the learmner's
petformance n relation b other learmers o according to some
combimuam of graduated labels. “You made 4 out of 28 Free-
throws lassessment), which stinks (evaluation)"

In this essay | discuss assessment more brosdly as a
process of data collection—a process of finding out what
studerits know and what ﬂn;-_lf"w tearnad do da. The i.11'||:|l|:lr|:ar||:|.-
of this perspective is that it emphasizes the finding-out aspect
of asessment and illuminates usefulness of assessment at
all points in the instructonal process. Assessment is not merely
a culminating activity. Assessment is an ongoing aclivity, one
that should be at the fore i a teacher's thinking from the st
moments of goal setting and  throoghout the process of
planming and irsplementing lnstruction.

The grading issue i anolber can of worms enbisely.
Unfortunately, the fact that assessnwent is often conflated with
evaluation and grading leads many teachers o dwell on
devisimg unnecessarily elaborate mechanisms for awarding and
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revoking points amd rrivih&geu. coanputing  averages, and
converting number scales o lether grades, a process whose
complexity convinces other teachers to simply avoid the whole
miess for as long as possible. Students, teachers, administrators,
and parents who espress feclings of anxicty, fear, aversion,
frustration, indignation, disgust, or downright hatred toward
assessment of leamning are for the most part concermed not with
the  assessments themselves bul with the conseguenes  of
assessment. [t's the prades, the test scores, and the awdition
results, and what those evaluations mean for the future that
gets everyome exercleed about assessments in school,

This is not an intractable problem, but lis solution begins
with separating the finding-out aspect of assessment from the
conseguences of conveying what's been found out in the form
of grades, chair placements, admissions decisions, and
scholarships, This is no small point, and 1 invite you to think
carcfully about  your own  feelings  about  assessment,
evaluation, and grading from both sides of the grade book, as
student and as teacher. and o by to undersland the prosimate
and ultimate cawses of your enthusiasm or distress. [ too find
the grading i=sue problematic, so Il avold the mess oy now
and will Teturn 1o the evaluation issaues liter.

Collecting data

Assessment 14 data collection, and all of us, whether or
not we'ne beaching, make assessments about whal's going on in
our enviranments all the time. We observe the physical features
of the spaces in which we move, the sounds that are present,
the physical states and reactions of our own bodies, the content
of our givaw thoughis and feelings, and the behavior of others
who share our space, all of which we assimilate, synthesize,
and interpret to create whal seems to us a cobenent view of the
world in which we find ourselves. OF course, all of this happens
without much conscicus effort on our parts. Our minds are
builk bo do just this, to receive and interpret the signals in our
environment s0 as o help us formulate decisions about what fo
dor next,

Mo bwo people have exactly the same interpretation of a
given experience because vach of us brings to each new
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encounter his own history of past experiences, and this history
irbuu‘ifabl'_l.r colos what we s, hear, and feel in the present,
Imterpretations differ between individuals also because each
us i5 seloctive in his perceptions; that is, we fend mat &
all of that which exists im our perceptual fields. There is simphy
fren mitich b take in at once, and, as a means of sccommodating
the flond of information that is available fo us at any moment,
our mimds select—sometimes  cansciously, often not—-what
sewms 1o be most important and advantageous 1o attend o
This perceptual selectivity is the combined result of some hard
wiring in the human perceptual apparaius and our leaming
from past expericnees, @ combination that creates expectations
and heightened songikovities ke the world aroind us

The combined effects of the hard wiring and expetiences
are readily exemplified in the development of human langunge

"skills, The research data i|1u5lrali:n? the perceptual aculty of

human infants for speech sounds (and music) ae stunning,
revealing that infants possess keen sensitivities to sound and
ara capable of auditory discriminations that most adults woukd
not imagime possible. All healthy infants begin life with the
ability to perceive all of the sonic variations in human speech,
for example. As infants live and grow in an enviconment filbed
with lamguage, their porceplual sensitivities are moditied by
their experiences, including the relative frequencies of (he
specch sounds they hear. Human imfants lrarn where words
begin and end in the seemingly unimtermupted auditory shream
that is human speech, a remarkabde feat which they accomplish
through  comparisons  of  statistical  probabilities  of  the
oeOCRTTEncEL aff I."FI-HIII.'ITH.":-. T]:mu_ﬁh ] first momths of Bife,
infants lean which sprech sounds convey information and
which do not, and as a consequence they dearn to pay attention
tor the spunds that matter and to ignore the ones lﬁal don't. Aa
infants experience the sounds of speech, they  heam
aystematically to attend o sounds that are necessary for
understanding, like the difference between the e sounds in bel
and beat and to ignore acoustic varations that have no
meaming. like the differences im0 pronuonciation  among
tndividual speakers.

This learning results in physical changes in the bradn that
bevome more or less permanent after the first few years of life,
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Unce the important disenminations are |earned, it becomes
almoat impossible for the child to hear the unimportant
varintions because the brain has lost the capacity to do so. Thus,
Hhe reasons that most non-native speskers cannot leam o speak
a language accent-free after the age of six or seven involve nol
wnly the speech apparatus bul the auditory discrimination
apparatus as well, Japanese speakiers, for example, find it nest
e impossible to pronounce s and s, and cften confuse the
two sounds in English. Because the r's and I's of English are not
present i Japanese’ language, but are variants of a zingle
phomemic category, the bram's capacity to make the MeCessary
diseriminations between these sounds is lost early inoa Japanese
speaker’s development. [s mot anly that the lips and tongues
ol Japanese cannat do the tricks that produce s and 15, the
problem stems from the fact that native [apanese speakers
cannod ieir the difference between r's and 1's,
Allnf this is to iflustrane the fact that we ane all active data
e agries s lile experience beginning in infancy,
and the data we receive and interpret influences how we think,
what we do, and how we feel. This may seem like a trivially
obwiows observation at fiest, and 1||.‘|:|}I |:|-‘.'ri]:l|"|.r':'.|.||}' related to
the topic of this essay, but it has profound Implications for
beaching and learning, since we and our students ane collecting
and interpreting data all the tme. OF course, most of this data
collection is informal and unstructured, but it is of consequence
neverihieless, ecause the data that we take in potentially affect
what we do, insubtle and not-so-subile ways.

Assessment in te.lching

As we move through each besson, rehearsal, and class, we
mike  inmumerable  observations  about  owr students'
knowledge, skills, and attibudes. This informal, ongomg
assessment guides our dedsion-making moment o moment as
it illuminates the extent to which our students (1) understand
what we're talking about, {2) can do what we ask of them, and
[3) are interested enough to care one way or the other.

The extent 1o which we as teachers are conscinusly awane
of the information we assimilate and the extent o which it
influences our subsequent behavior vares among individuals
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and ameng circumstances, Some teachers are very perceplive
about the goings-om in their classrooms and wse the information
they gather from students o skillhally construct sequences of
proximal performance goals, head off problems, elicit student
effort and attention, and increase the likelibood that students
will succesabully accomplish what the teachers have in mind.
Others, who fail to recognize the wealth OF intormation
available o them, of who [al o inh:-rErrt the informaticn
accurately, are simply unable to explain why studenis past can’t
understand what the teacher’s brying o puit actoss, o 'h'l'l'!.r the
students can’t do what the tea asks, or ey they ai'd jusf
sl 7 Filtle freferest! Ceond grief!
W course, a limited ability to size up a situation in which
a teacher finds herself B an insurmountable impediment o
teaching well, because af the very heart of skallful instruchion is
the keen perception of what's going on in the room. The
education jargon has appropriated the term “with-it-ness™ (mo,
really) to describe this knowing aspect of teaching. Teachers
who are said 1o be with-=it know what's going on arcund them,
accurately perceive students’ knowledge, ekills, and attitwdes
moment to moment, and incorporate this information into the
ungoing process of instruction. Many pecple engage the same
type of ekill in informal social settm COMpany Fluu'l:irl.,g
meetings, and financial negotiations, '[{Eﬂ' are the fidks wheo
are said to be “good with people.” Educators and other scholars
who buy into Howard Gardner's notion of “multiple
intelligences” would say that these people possess a high
degree of “interpersonal mbelligence.” Whalever, The paolnt b
that these types of assessment skills are central to successfully
leading athers to prescribed goals,
¢ absence of with-it-ness renders elfecive teaching an
improcsibdlity for even the most knowledgeable practitioner of a
discipline. The advent of so-called teaching machines in the
1950rs was met with optimistic {7) predictions that teachers
would soon become  besss ceniral o the teaching-learning
process, if not superfleous, and that students could simply
learn from well-programmed  instruction  absent  the
intervention of a Ew: teacher. Although  the burgeoning
m::-]nhisrir.alinn f comiputer |'l‘l:|1l'|.l:l|.|::-E:|.' has moved the nﬁgmal.
wotlon of leaching machines well beyond what anyone could




fuelfi i) M Teachurg
L

have imagined in 1956, there remains a need for human bein
to deliver and guide instruction. Education ot the dawn of 4
21" century 15 flush with a dazzling assortment of technological
sdvances, yel we still need homan teachers,

What teaching machines len and now lack s the
capacity o accurately assess students’ knowbedge, skills, and
attitudes, and to mncorporate this infurmation inte the ongoin
process of instruction o the mowsed, modifying -ins:mctiunaﬁ
tasks in ways that lead learnees o successiul conclusions, Mo,
Fm sure 've just offended some devoted proponents of
programmed instraction and CAl so | hasten to add that [ well
recognize the fact that current instructional bechaologies have
advanced to a point that thers judicious application greatly
enhances many leaming oxperienoes, but the constraints of
computerized instruction inhere m computer programs’ limited
capacity to accurately inferpret the stream of countless data
points that human learers exude, and their limited Rexibility
in formulating reasonable courses of aclion that incorporate
momentary situational vaciables, IB0M's Big Fue’s chess victory
over Gary hnsﬁamu notwithstanding. OF ¢ourse, this ig, gquite
remarkably, whal human beings do with relative eaze all the
Ll

When teaching is going well, assessment is ongoing.
Bkillful teachers are collecting assessment data throughout the
course of instruction, because the incoming dala stream s a
sieeessary component of intelligent declsion making concerning
all aspects of teaching: when and how to convev information,
aasign tasks, and structure leaming experiences thal develop
physical and intellectual skills sffectively

My inclusive view of assessment, which Is at variance
with many teachers’ conceptuatizations of assessments as
culminating activities, encompasses all opportunities to learn
about what students know, feel, and are able to do. Thinking of
assEssmEnt as an ongoing part of teaching changes many things
about how mstruction is delivered. | have often heard teachers
express that they “wonder how the students are going to do on
this next exam.” Hmmm, Why do they wonder? Why don't
they know? The answer, of course, is that there have been few
opportunitivs for these teachers to observe individual students
doing the kinds of tasks that they will be required to do on the
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examination, so there has been little opportunity to observe
whether the students can do what will be asked of them when
ihwe assesament comes. This i & problem. This is a big problem.
Ii the teacher has had few opportunities to observe students
performing  the kinds of activities that the assessment
comprises, then the students probably  have had  ligle
opportunity to determine the extent to which they, themselves,
are able to perform the kinds of tasks that are on the
examination.

A colleague of mine recently expressed a bit of
consternation that her students had not performed a5 well on
an exam as she and they had anticipated. Many students in the
class had expressed to zrr that they “understond the material”
and were “ready for the test” but they wene unhappily
mistaken. This raises an important question: What is the
dependent measure for determining that one “understands the
material” and is “ready for the test”? Now, every conscientious
person who's good at anything knows that preparing for
something important shoubd inclsde multi;;:e opporiunities to
practice doing the upcoming Important thing, whether that
means delivering a paper at a confercnce, giving a speech,
kaking an audition, going through an interview, giving @ recilal.
host of us understand that the mone opporiunities we have o
practice doing the important thing and the more precisely we
can anticipate the circumstances surrounding the important
thing, the better the important thing is going to go. But students
oiten hawve much lower thresholds for “understanding” and
“ready” than many practiving professionals, not because the
students are inherently lazy or apathetic, but because of thelr
IMEXPerience. .

Most novices judge the level of their ;wn understanding
based on their ability to understand somemre dlee’s presentation
of ideas or to follow semesne efse’s instructions to navigate a
stemingly impenetrable problem; that &5, “If [ can understand
the teacher's lucid, beautiful presemtation of this knotty
problem, then | understand it (Many teachers are smiling
right now because they know what's coming next.) OF, so now
it's time for the student to explain this idea to someome else. [ts
test time. Mo lenger following someone else’s thinking, the
student i now required to generate the linear progression of
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thought independently, and here s where the breakdown
oceurs. Because the student has never generated Lhe ldeas on
her cwn, bocause her primary experiences with the ideas have
involved only listening to the teacher and the authors of the
textbsook explain the ideas, because she has thought about the
ideas only in the comtexts provided by others, she has had
wirtually no practioe in doing what's being asked of her on the
fesl,

I knwe thist this explanation may seem astounding o
some teachers, who may think o themseives, “I went over this
miaterial so carefully. 1 ook them through all of the issues step
by step. | gave them every o nily to ask questions. 1
imvited them to see me privately for extra help. How could they
not understand after all of that?!" Because there were so few
instaniees {perhaps none?) prior o the exam in which the
sudents were required b generate explanations or practice

Pl o Heeis pwmand apply the information and
akails di] cnies s el Uean the ones inowhich the material had
originally been presented. That's why,

Many novice performers judge the level of their readiness
i pt:rfurrn bhased on their H-hi]l'l!.- to follow  soepeonr oiee's
instructions bo play a difficult passage; that is, “If [ can follow
the teacher’s step-by-step Instructions that lead me to a
beautiful performance of this cdumsy passage today In my
lesson, then [ can J]:laj.-' this,” OK, %0 now it's time for the
student to perform the piece on his own in front of an audienoe,
[t's jury Hme Mo longer following someone else’s beautiful
serics of  successive aff:mimalium the =ludent is now
required o perform the picce independently. And again
bocause the student has never performed the passage in this
context on his own, because his primary experiences with
playing the piens have been under the skillful guidance of his
teacher In the studio or alone in a practice room, where
stoppdngg o fix mistakes was an inherent part of practicing and
where graceful recovery from error was ned a focus of attention,
Illu;h.as fad virtually no practice in doing what's being asked on

- jury.

'I,!;1i5 is further complicabed by the fact that these same
mavices tend fo evaluate their readiness based on their begt
performance trials; that is, their messurne of how ready they ane
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to perform is hased on thewr own best performance on their best
day under ideal circumstances with little or no pressure. of
course, music performances seldom take place under ideal
ciccumstances and with no pressure. One's readiness s best
judged by the extent to which tverfnmmmﬁ go well under
circumstances that are as much like the real deal as possible—
same performance space, with oifers liste with Ihe_- SaTTIE
the amount of warm-up time, even around the same hme of
day, Brcause most performances ocour under less-than-ideal
circumstances and with some measure of external or self-
imposed pressure, having done it once, even really well, should
give one little confidence that everything will come bogether
when it's Hme lo walk on stage. Of course, every expert
performer understands this fact deeply. We know how many
consistently correct repetitinns are required before we consider
ourselves “ready” for the performance. But many students
grossly underestimate what it means to “be ready,” and as a
result of their under-preparation are ollen sorely disappointed
by faulty performances that they had Fully expected o g0 very
well.

All learning requires active practice, Whether the subject
matter involves physical skills or intellectual skills, practice is
an essentlal component of developing understanding and shill.
No practice, no understanding. As mugicians we may think we

rasp this better than most, which may be true to some extent,
gut even we seldom provide the kinds of active practice
opportunities in our day-to-day instruction that atford students
the practice necessary to intemalize what we're attempling to
e th f 11 who was

Returning Lo the story of my celieague
dj.*:-appuinl.ednﬁiﬂi hes aluu:lf:'lTI:s' test perfarmance, how could
she get to the exam and not have a pretty good idea of how
everyone was going o do? How opuld the students be s
clueless as o their own level of understanding and readiness
for the test? Again, the answer centers on the infrequent
o nitios in class to practice generating independent
explanations and applying information and skills in rervel
contexts, all of which were required on the examination.
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Mow, some of my colleagues may argue that the practice
Ui describlng is the students” responsibility, After all, isn't that
what studying and practicing are all about? That's why we
build study spaces and practice rooms. Yes, of course this is
whal studying and practicing should be about, But if you
haven't speat much Hme lately observing a student studying
and practicing, | assure you that doing so will change your
perceplions about yaur shudenis and how they learm, Students
need In lare o study  and  practice  effectively  and
independently, bul many have st vet learmed to do so, ]
recoggnise that some teachers see effective studying and practice
as volltional issues—if students wanted to study and practice
well, they would. 1 heartily disagree. Students need to leam to
shudy ctiectively, to practice effectively, to think effectively. 5o
when and where will they learn that? In class, with us P.gu: by
wur felling them what to do when they're alone m a practice
room oF 1 4 careel In the lbrary, but by our leading them
through the very activities that we expect them o do on their
wwn i our absence. In other words, by praclicing practicing in
OUF Presence,

What I'm suggesting bere 15 that assessment be a part of
every  rehearsal and  every  class,  that  students have
opportunities o demonstrate what they know and are able fo
do independently every time they mest with you, These
opportunities need not be elaborate, tie consuming, or
burdensome, but they should be so frequent as to bocome a
regular part of instruction. This means hearing students play
alone in rehearsal (ofken), having students provide explanations
in class (etten), having students use the information and skills
that they're working to master by applying them in ways that
have not been explicitly taught {uften).

Most arguments against what ["ve just recommended
concern time constraints and the fear of intimidating students
who are put on the spot by having to respond individually.
Let's discuss the time issue first First, it is nol necessary that
every student respond alome every day, You may scledl
students to respond in class based on your perceptions of who
can provide a good model oo her classmates, whe nieeds
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opportunities to practice, and whom you need to learn more
about. Onie you are relieved of the burden of trying to get o
every individual every day, this approach seems much more
feasible,

Mlso, students may practice responding in small groups
of two lo four, which provides many more response
opportunities in a given period of class time than is possible if
individuals always respond in front of the entire class. Small
groups ane & multiplier of response opportunities, They provide
not only more (requent opporiunities for individual responses,
they provide students spportunities to react to one another's
ideas and evaluate one ancther's perlomances,

Regarding the concern that students who are called upon
to respond alone in class will be intimidated by the experience:
it is certainly true that students who have become accustomisd
to sitting quictly in class and responding only when they
choose o velunteer may be more than a bit frightened by being
called wpon to explain an idea, solve a problem, or perform a
passage alone in front of their classmates. But this fear is almost
always 4 result of the mfrequency of their opportunitics to do
so, If stwdents are left to decide when and under what
circumstances they will respond alone in class, many students
will understandably npt to stay out of the glare of scruting by
their classmates and the teacher, But hecause decisions about
whien amd how often to respond play such an important role in
learning, these decisions should not be Teft to students.

Permitting students to volunteer when they mespond
alone in class is a fundamentally bad idea, for reasons that are
in many ways obvious, Think of wha is likely to volunteer, For
the mnst part, those who volunteer are either (1) confident
students who are fairly certain that they know the answer or
are confident that they can play the passage well, 12} students
peeking the attention of the teacher or their classmates, and,
most mfrequently, (3) students who need help. What abowt
slul:le:ﬂlﬂrﬂm understand so little that they fail to understand
that they fail to understand? What about the students who need
mote practice opportunities but would rather not volunteer for
reasons anging from fear to apathy? What about the students
who can play this passage beautifully but would rather not be
singled out? These students and others may seldom if ever
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vulwileer to perform alone or answer a question in dass, but
e ame many important reasons why they should.

A perceptive badher who's collecting assessment data
throughout the cowese of instruction understands these reasons
and how they apply to each of her students, 1§ she is in contrul
of who speaks when, who answers which guestion, and who
plays which passage or which portion of a passage, then the
individual response apportunities can be arcanged in deliberate
ways thal provide pracdice epportunities for those who need
them, provide goud student models of skilled performance, and
provide structured illustrations of systematic error correction
that leads mrdanltlUF conclusions, These and other good
reason for students to respond in class support the notion that
the timing of individual response opportunities can and should
be under the contral of the teacher,

In group instruction, the only way to gather assessmeant
data that accurately reflect individua! students” levals of
understanding and skill s t0 observe individeel students
CAPUALLE, Sl ekl g, b LRI I'm oiten astoniskued
by observing teachers who pose a question to a class, hear the
question amswened by a single student who volunteers, and
proceed along with the lesson as if it has been adequately
demonstrated that everyone understands what's going on, But
oaly one student answered. How does the teacher know what
the other students know? OF course, the teacher has no idea
what the other students know, and the only way to find out is
to collect data from the other students. This need not require
that every student respond alone every day, nor does it ine
that students always speak or perform alone in dass. Three
students can explain an idea to ane another in a way that
illuminates the misunderstandings that may persist in a
learner’s thinking. Four students, each of whom is playing or
singing a different part, can perform a passage together in a
way that affords the students and the teacher & clear indication
of whio's sharp, who's late, who's out of balance, wha's diction
i muddy, or whose potes are too shost.
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Assessment drives instruction

Asspssment  drives  instruction.  Mavbe it shouldn't
Perhaps it would be better if students, feachiers, and the rest of
us were not so overly concermed with how we're evaluated.
Merhapa. But we are and i does,

F:Lm].- beachers work 1o gel students’ attention off of
assessment and on do the subsect matter, in the hope of
obviating the many questions that beachers hale o hear
students ask, questions lke, “Do we need o know this? “Will
this be on the test?™ “How many lings do I have IJIJF»\:,'?"
“How much of this are we responsible for?” Ugh, How did we
get fo this point? How did students develop such an obsession
with their evaluations? Why did they come to believe that the
only things deserving their atlention and effort are things that
will appear on a test or an sudition?

Tﬁ- answer of course i that students laarned 1o focus
attention on evaluations, because in many ways, some of which
are aclually important, evalualion matters, By that [ mean that
the results of evalnation often have comsequences that affect the
future. In professional school admissions, GPAs matter. In
scholarship deliberations, SAT and CRE soores matter. In music
degree programs, jury grades matter, To many comcerned
parents, reporl cards matter. To students who want to sit first-
chair, audition results matker.

Mone of this i inberently problematic. I'm certainky not
suggesting that we need to teach students to adopt a covalier
attitude about their grades in school. Mot at all. But the problem
[ wish to address here is that this heightened attention to and
concern about important evaluations, tor many (mosth students,
has generalized fo all  evalualions, regardless of  their
importance or te potential consequences associabed with thelr
resulis

There are distinct disadvantages to students’ being overly
concerned  with cvaluation, First, it places the content of
evaluations at the top of stedents’ lists of priorities. What's
important? Whatever it is that's going to be evaluated. Mow,
thiz= would not be such a problem if the nature of most
evaluationg were such that what's tested were actually the most
important,  meaningful, and substantive aspects af  the
discipline studied. But most often this is not what's fested, Most
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ollen, tests comprise many disconnected bits of information
that “smple 2 student's knowledge and skills.” The problem
with the sampling idea |5 that most tests do not assess whether
a learner can actually apply what he knows in useful,
meantighul ways beyond the contexts in which the knowledge
and skills are taught. Most tests require only that students
remember and reproduce what they've been told or shown,

"I can define the terms voll, ohm, and ampere,” DK, so
explain how this electrical circult works, *,,..0 can define f'l:'l-ﬁ
termns voll, ohm, and amperne ™

“I can e wehich of the 20 amino acids is oncoded by
each combination of nucleotide tripbets.” Fine. How does the
TLI:rl:l-mrF:- translate mF::_INA into protein? “Did we go over that?

Ul oo name the elements of onespoint perspective.”
Terrific. How does the human perceptual ﬁpﬂmﬁﬂ {Jrﬁ‘:rpmt
the JnEurrn-:riun on a flat surface ag having depth? “Huh?"

1 can name and aurally identify nine different forms that
appear in commuon-practice music of the western canon: sorata
form, rondo form, song form, mimeet and trio,.. " Wice. So, what
i form, exactly? “Hmmm.............. £ I

“I can idenlify the key name from an sigrature.”
O, so explain what tonality k. And, now mﬁulﬂu ltgm:wutrl-"wt
this piece i= in A major, how will that affect how you play the
Raci ecnae the ok Soutd ot pins 5 iMCocnity o 1o

nown the tonic? Shodd yvo it i
o k.lll;:-w s sp You play it differently now that
you've never asked yourself these guestians abay
before and if you don’t haveynn answer at r.-_:\lf.i-,-, |Il::: ;ﬁ?ﬁ
thinking illustrates the necessity for more careful deliberation
About the goals of instruction and the ways we go about
evaluating their accomplishement. What daes knowing the tenic
h:u.rg to do with how one plays a piece? If we can't answer this
Hm:hﬂm'l beyond saying something like, "You know lo play b-
at and e-flal” then we've got a lot more thinking to do,
because of course, “You know to play b-flat and e-flat,™ just b}-
IIJUkII-I'IE at the key signature at the beginning of each line. You
dor’t need 1o identify the tonic to know that. My point here is
not that it is unimportant fur student musicians to learn to
identily tonie keys, but to illustrate the fact that teaching
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practices and their attendant assessments are nol always
supported by clearly reasoned rationales.

The greatest problem with most current assessments is
that they, the daily activities of instruction, and life beyond tha
classeoom are all so utterly unalike. The abvicis solution bo this
persistent and pervaslve aspect of formal assessmenl i5 o
design activities of daily instruction that more closely resemble
life Beyend the classroom and to design assessmamts that more
closely resemble the activities of daily instruction. Mueaningul
assessments forus on what's most imporant about the
discipline, and effective instruction  includes frequent
appertunities fur students to actively practice applying what's
learned.

Of course, all of this raises the guestion of what's
[mportant and meaningful, a question that is inextrically
bound up with the notivn of how leamers will v the
information and skills in the future, beyond school. Clarifying
what's most important and deserving of instructional time
begins with our thinking carefully about our expectations fuor
the future. How do we expect learners ko use and apply what
they know in their lives beyond school? Understand that I'm
talking not only about pragmatic applications of knowledge
and skills thal are work related, ['m referring to using
irformation and skills in all of the ways that intelligent people
use information and skills in their intetactions with the world
around them, at work, certeinly, but also at home and at
|cistire, feading a book, writing a letter, interpreting the
newspaper, making decisions aboul purchasing products,
casting an informed vote in an election, making decisions about
medical care, singing at a family gathering, reveling in figuring
out how something waorks.

There s a tremendouws difference between knowing stufl
and applying what you know to accomplish meaningful goals.
Being able o solve equations is a good thing but if it's
impossible to connect thuse equalions to anything outside the
world of mathematical abstraction, then being able to solve
equations is merely academic, in the worst sense of the word,
and pretty useless except insofar as it eamns good grades on
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math fests that require nothing more than solving equations.,
Knowing a wealth of facts about the history of Western music i
nice, oo, but if one is unable fo weave fogether the events of
history to consttuct a2 coherent view of the L, then
knowledge of those facts can do little other than help soome
points on music history tests, beat your riends at Trivial
Pursuit, and tum you into a bore at partics,

Class piano s perhaps one of the best worst examples of
teaching knowledge and skills that seldvm progress to their
meaningful application. Class plang i a component of music
instruction that has the twin disadvantages ﬂrnbring hated by
most undergradunbes and being  mostly  anproductive in
improving their musicianship. I am seldom surprised by how
poorly students who make Cs in dess piano play the piano, but
I continee to marvel at how poorly students who make As in
class piano play the piano. How does this happen? How can
students make such good grades and yet be so inept at the very
gkill the class s purported fo teach? Well, because most
assesaments in class piano test skills that are of liftle value
beyond the class plano exam,

Let's take scales, for example, and begin h‘{; asking the
cueestiom that mguj:: by b asked about anything that's tauﬁht..
namely, What's point? The point of scales is to devel
fluency, Nexibility, strength, and speed in the muscle
miovements that are required to play an instrument. Scabes are
exercieos {n coordination and calisthenics for the mind and for
the body parts involved in tome production. And what is
required fo develop fluency, exibility, strength, and speed
through seales? Consistent, correct repetition of scales; that is,
playing soales at spesds that are “fast enough™ that the
movements begin fo become automatized to the point that the
player no bonger thinks of stales in terms of individual notes,
but instead conmeplualizes and perfoems scales and scabe
fragments as unilery constructs. No longen: note, pote, niode,
cross thumb under, note, note...., but scale. If a novice can play
soates only very slowly, thinking deliberately about each
fengering for cach note, and that's as fast as she ever gets, then
there is 1o point in performing scabes. Think about this. A lot.

Of eowrse, the rationale for teaching scales is that they
form the basis of the pianist’s technique and as such are &

Amdrsennl
s

requisite part of skill development. So far, so good. But how
many of the stidents i class plane are going to continoe o
practior their scales after the reguinement to do so is no longer
present? Will they continue to practice scales until there is in
fact 2 benefit from doing so? For most students in class piano
{and you know who you are), the answer to this question is No,
Thus, for thase people who will not continee to praclice scales
to the point at which they begin o show a eturn on the
investment of time they require, there is no point of practicing
scales other than to pass the exit requirements for the course.
{Havistg, read the last sentence, a number of music teachers
have huded this book out the window.)  Yos, but students
shwadd contioe bo practice scales wnbil they reach a level of
proficiency that is sdvantageous. Yes, bul thiey dor't, Y¥ees, hul
they shonld, Yes, but they don't. Yes, but they siveld. Yes, bt
By el '
So now what?

Will this be on the test?

It is undeniably true that assessments have tremendows
potential to change brhavior. Wanl to get students to pay more
attention to what they'ne learning? Tell them youw're going to
give them a tesi over 1. Want 1o get teachers’ attention about
what thev're teaching? Tell them pou're going to give their
students a standardized test over i1, Want to get administrators’
attention about the quality of instruction in their school? Tell
them you're going to give their students a standardized test
and publish the results in the newspaper. Want Lo pet
superintendents” attention about the quality el instruction in
their districts? Tell them you're going to give standardized tests
and, based on the scores, you will either increase thelr districts”
funding allocations or distribute portions of their extant
funding to paments in the form of vouchers, which the parengs
can apply toward private school tuition.

You gel the ides Give tests, Define the test performance
as a comtin y for something that matlers, and behavior often
changes, There are many shnﬁwvrn adipes o education that
express this same idea: What's tested is what's faught;
paspssmeent drbves instroction; etc.
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Mlany teachoers and thinkers in edumtion circes bamoan
our increasing, devation to test performance as the ooin of the
realm in education, For many teachers, thete 5 no mone
insulting pejorative than being accused of "leaching to the test,”
a phrase that connotes feaching disconnected bits of inert
knowlisdge that contribate little to true understanding. Ouch.
Why is this so? Why did “beaching to the test” become a slur to
hurl at & disrespectod colleague or callous administrator? Why
is teaching to Eyp fest perceived o be such a bad thing? The
answer 15 that most lests are pretly lousy at measuring a
leamer's understanding of the most important principles in a
discipline. Most tesls comprise ftemns thal require only that
students remember facts or follaw algorithmic paths o clear
solutions 1o well-defined problems. Bat deep understanding
requires more than that Deep understanding involves the
application of knowledge and skills in contexts that have not
bewen taehit explicitly,

s pramary reason that most standardized tests do such
i pons job of essesaing the application of knowledge and skills
in relation to what's most meaningful, interesting, and
important about a discipline is that doing so is very expensive
in terms of lme, effort, and money. Psychometrics 15 a pretiy
sophisticated field, and skillhul test designers have gotten very
good @t determining quite reliably and efficently who knows
what and who can do what o the interest of efficency and
economy, however, maost standardized assessments do not
require that test takers apply mformation and skills in realistic
ithe hip education jargon for this is eethmibic) sltuations that
require more than paper and pencil.

Assessing deeper understanding and the application of
ko led g and skills requires a good deal of time and effort on
the parf of everyone invelved: the fest designers, the test
croctors, ths test takers, and the graders. The cost-benefit ratio

sl ismane, mot only for states considering how to implement
new' syatem of public school acoountability, bt also for
< Las=room teachers with limited amounts of nstructicnal time.

The extent to which anyone is willing to devote their own
tina, effort, and energy to assessment is wholly determined by
the real or perceived consequences of the assessment. In Texas,
for examipbe, regular instruction in grades 3, 4, 5 8, 7, 8,9, and
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10 stops months before the administration of the Texas
Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS), because a
school's performance on the TAKS has personal, financial, and
political ramifications. Perfoemance on the TAKS matters, It
matiers o 'supi;'rinlrnn:lt-'nm hiscatise thedr districes” ]juhl'i:‘:izeﬂ
ratings of quality and budgel allocations depend on it il
matiers o principals bevause their jobs depend on i1 it matters
to teachers because there ame often personal financial inoentives
to produce high scores; it matters to parents because, well, it's
my kid, and, by the way, the value of my property is tied to the
reprutation of the schools in the distect; (8 mattees Lo students
because one cannot receive a diploma without a passing score.

Those whoo rail againat standardized testing s the
memesis of quality education do so nol because they object to
tedbing in pronciple, but becawse the tesis themselves do not
effectively measure the application of knowledge and skills in
relation to what's mast interesting and important abaout the
disciplines tested. Undesstand that 1 am oot an apologist for
critics of standardized tests, and 'm sure thal some whom ['ve
lumped inte my broad-brush description would disagree with
my analysis of their motives, Bul [ doubt that anyvone who
criticizes the excessive attention to testing and to students’ fest
performuance would be nearly as upset if the tests measured
sormething that they felt was meaningful and important about
what students know and are able to do. The fact is,
unfortunately, that most standardized tests don't measure
what's meaningful and important, their reliability and validity
coefficients notwithstanding.

Consider an alternative where the tests do in fact measure
what's most meaningful and important about the subject
miatter, in which tests require students to demonstrate the
apphication of knowledge and skills in contexts other than those
in which the knowledge and skills were imifially taught. While
providing o different kind of information to teachers about
what students know and are able o do, these tests also convey
a different kind of information fo shefeuls in that the test
conbent focuses on what's maost 1rrr|:H.1-r!:|r|.f abiut this |;|i.-i-|:i.'_pli1‘|ﬂ.
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UM course, just as assessmants should embody the maost
imporiant aspects of a discipline, so should the daily activities
of instruction. I'm sure you see where I'm headed here. I'm
suggesting that the distinction betwesn the assessments and the
substance of instruction day to day should be diminished to the
point that the day-to-day activities of instrudion closely
resemble the assessments themselves, What goes on in cass
each day? Practicing the application of knowledge and skills
that embody the most interesting and important principles in
the discpline. What do the asessments comprise? The
application of knowledge and skills that embody the mwse
impurtanl aspects of the discipline. The assessments rﬂmﬂlr
resemble the day-to-day instructinnal activities because they all
embody the application uf the core knowledge and skills in the
discipline.

Omice the goals for learning have been clearly identified in

Tl wrnpdanis will demmistncde what they know and are
able o do, the mstructional objectives and the assesment
criteria have been composed in a single stroke. They are
identical. And because these goals foous on the meaningful
application of knowledge and skills beyond the contests in
which the skills ane explicitly taught, then the daily activities of
instruction can closely resemble the assessment activibes, Thus,
each day’s instruction comprises opportunities ko practice the
meaningful application of knowledge and skills, amd these
practice  opportunities  are  indistinguishable  from  the
Assessments themseves. Mow there exists a seamless congruit
among the goals, instruction, and assessment, all of whic
embody the most interesting, important, and meaningful
aspects  of the  discipline.  Practicing  for  the” test s
indistinguishable from learning the material. Think about this
idea for a long while

A vision of students as accomplished learners

Thee process of effective instruction beging with designing
meaningful assessments, and at the core of meaningful
assessment is & vision of students as accomplished learners
Planning, teaching, and evalusting the effectiveness of
instruction are all predicated on a diear deseription of what
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studerts will do to demonstrate that they've accomplished the
goals seb out for them. At the end of a given period ol
instructon—a day, a chapber, a unit, a siv-weeks, 8 semester, a
degres program—what do you expect your students to be like?
What must they do 1o provide clear and convineing evidence of
thelr competence?

The more vividly we can envision an exemplary student
who has successfully accomplished the goals we scb out, the
more intelligently we can organize our instructional time and
activities to facilitate the accomplishment of those goals by all
of our students. This vivid image of students as accomplished
learners at once defines the goals for instruction, the assesament
crileria, and the substamce of instructional activities, broause
the goals/assessments define how students will demonstrate
their understanding and skills, and the instructional activities
will be compused of structured opportunitics 1o practice the
goals/ amessments,

There is mo mose effective means of providing struchure,
hierarchy, and priority to insteuction than by composing the
assessments before instruction begins. By this [ mean actually
sitting down before the start of the semester and writing the
final exam or designing the culminating project assignment.
The final cxam defines the syllabus, because the final exam

nts the embodimient of what you belivve fo be the most
important goals of your class.

Teaching for the teat in this way @ entirely appropriate,
because the test embodies what we care about most, The test ks
the tangible cxpression of the goals, which describe the
application of knowledge and skills. Every superb teacher has a
clear, vivid image of her students as accomplished, competent
learners, engaging in the types of activities that closely
respmblie those that are likely 1o occur beyond schoal.
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The fundamental principles that furm the basis of
intelligent assessment coan perhaps best be comveyed through
an example. Pictured above is a checklist | use for evaluating
euitar playing and song leading. | adapted this checklist some
M years ago from o dissertation project conducted by a
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graduate school dassmate of mine! Look it over for a minute
or so and cunsider caretully the items on the list, Note that the
checkiist comprises 20 verb phrases, swhich, taken together,
autline what # confident, competent, guitar-playing song leader
does when she's performing well. The composite of all the
individual items s essentially a concise description of a
confident, competent, guitar-playing song leader in action, If
guitar-playing song leaders do everything on the list, they look
and sound pretty gond.

Huw was the list generated? By beginning wiithy a ruzfon af
students os accoplished learners—which in this case means 2
vivid image of a competent, confident, guitar-playing song
leader—and constructing a clear and concise description of
what that competent, confident, gui tar-playing somg feader
looks and sounds like, The resulting list comprises all of the
casential compoments of good guitar playing and song leading.

heate that the checklist does not define the difficulty level
of the piece performed. In this sense it ix context-independent,
because the skills described on the list are applicatle whether
the performer being evaluated is playing his first two-chord
song or is the opening ac tor Astoep at the Wheel All
compelent, confident, gruitar-playing, song lenders do (or should
da) all of the things on the list every time they play, throughout
their musical journeys from novice to expert. ing a single kst
1o describe the fundamental skills of musicianahip, or any other
«kill far that matter, over an entire couTse of study recognizes
that skill acquisition is a process of developing habit strength
throush consistent correct repetition over time.

of does the assessment include scaled ratings for each ol
the variables on the list. Iistead, each item & asseesed with a
dichotomous Yes or No. 1 will explain this lriefly here only by
saying that applying an evaluation scale o each item on the list
unmwcessarily complicates the assessment and provides no
wseful fnformation for the students. Making judgments aboat
what rating to assign requires time and thought but contribufes
lithle of value. "Well, he sort of smiled and he played most of
the chards, and he only paused once.” 5o, out of a poasible 3
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points for each iem, is that a Z and a 3 and a 37 IF it is, whar
does the average mean? Is It to be interproted as an overall
score? Is this a reasonable estimation of the performer's skills?
You see the growing complication here, a complicaton thal
b|'|.1'|§: the added dizadvantage of being pretly useless, excepl
a5 a basis for aq'ﬁ'ulr%‘ahml rackes.

But shouldn't the student who played most of the cormect
chords get some credit for that? Does missing one deord really
warrant a Mo Well, the student didn’t play correct chords,
o i Mo for Plaved Coreeet Chords is appropriate in this case.
The reason it's appropriate o assign a Mo to someonc who
missed only one chord ks that Mayed Correct Chosds i only 1
of Hb eriteria, and it contributes cmly 1720 of the student's
score. The effect of missing amy one criterion is of little
consequence in lerms of the dudent’s grade, because the
relative weight of vach aspect of performance & buill into the
asspssment criteria

Mote some of the important principles at waork in this
approach to assessment. The first 1s that students know at the
outset (1) what is important about what thev're leamning, (2)
what iz expected of them in terms of their own performance,
and (3) how their meeting these expectations will contribute to
their grade in the course,

The secomd point is that the assessment crilesia remain
the same throughout the course of study, Why? Because the
assessment criteria are not based on course content {in this case,
repertoire), but ane based on the application of intellectieal and

hysical skills. The fundamental skills don't change as ooe

sooans mare and more expert in a discipline, but the contexts
irepertoirel in which the sEﬁls are applied become mere and
mone sophisticated and demanding.

The third important palnt about this form of assessment
i that the assessment criteria focus on the application of
Enw ledge and skills in contexk—in particular, in a confext that
is wery much like the extracurricular contexts in which the
knowledge and skills are likely o be applied long after the
CORIESE |5 GVEE.

The fourth point is that the ikems are congtrected so as o
apportion welght appropriately, and as a result the students are
less likely to ascribe wndwe imporanoe o aspects of their
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performance that are not as consequential as they might be

pereeived to be by a novice.

The fifth point s that the context fur the assessment
rexquires students to demenstrate all of the skills on the list from
the very beginning of their experience as learners. OF oo
i's o big deal o smile (at least for most), begin immadiae
when called upon, sing loudly enough to be heard, or use th
appropriate bass strings. The hard part is doing all of thes:
things al the same time while your performing in front of your

rs and your teacher. And it's the simullancous application
of skills that keeps people frim becoming; confident, competent,
guitar-playing song lkeaders, excellent point guards, successiul
personnel  managers, insightiul researchers, and - skillful
teachers,

The final point &s that this set of criteria accurately
expresses what | think is most important for the students o
learn from this experience, What do [ came about as your
teacher? Look at the varables that contribute to your grade in
this class. They express what [ care most about your learning
from this experience. Speaking to collzaguwes in  higher
education, I ask from Hime o Hme whether lht'}' weotld Feel
comfortable if their own values regarding their disciplines were
inferred only from the formal assessments thal Their students
performed, In other words, if a stranger knew yeu only on the
basis of 2 peview of vour methods of student assesment, would
that person have an accurate picture of what you care most
shout or what you think is most interesting in your discipline?
Many of my colleagues haven't thought much about this
question, but upon reflection, they have expressed to me that
|L- means by which they ausess their students often is only
remutely reloled to what they care about most or what they
fimd miost inferesting,

The rationales offered for this disconnect between what
teachers value and what they asess often involve extended
discussions about having 1o “oover” certain inlormation or
tepertoire 50 that students are "exposed” to the basic
compomnents of the discipline. These rationales du not hald up
under the scrating that questions breadth versus depth
Although you may be able to “cover” the information o skills
bstad i the course descriplion, can students apply the
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information and skills in ways that are useful beyond the
course? Is the basis of your assessments of student performance
their ability to remember and reproduce what they ve been told
or shown, o does it invalve their using what they know and
are able to do to solve novel problems and perform skills that
were ned explicitly taught?

Tests teach

Instructional goals are meaningful only nsotar a= their
accomplishment can be demonsirated by a learer. Satements
of intention, that “students will learn to appreciate music,” or
that “students will leam to think creatively,” or that “students
wiill bearn o use higher order thinking skills,* for examphe, are
meaningless without adequate descriptions of what students
will do to demonstrate that they “appreciate music,” “think
creatively,” and “use higher order thinking skills.” Absent
explicit definitions of the standards of evidence required for
documenting  appreciation, creativity, and higher order
thinking, geal statements like the ones above contribute little 1o
guality instruction.

Goal stvtements that do include explicit descriptions of
what students will do to  demonsirate  that  they've
accomplished the goals are, in fact, descriptions of assessment
critera. Stabements that “students will choose to listen o three
different imstrumental selections from the repestoire of the
Western arlt music tradition,” or that “students will improvise a
threw-note melody over a 12-bar blues progression, using the
tomic, supertonle, and mediant pitches in a comfortable kev,” or
that “students will explain the relationship between Brahma's
symphonies and the symphonies of Beethoven,” describe both

e goals of instruction and the tasks that studenis will perform
o demaonstrate their accomplishment of the goals,

Given the fact that in this way of thinking the goals of
inatruction and the criteria for assessment are essentially one
and the same, how should you begin to define what thess
Emlsf’as&mmmt criteria should be? Our discipline, like all

isciplines, comprises innumerable bits of information and
countless component ekills. What should serve as the guiding
prindple in sorting through all of the stuff that can be taught
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under the heading of Music and defining a =ct of tangible goals
and assessment criterla? What shall we require of students to
demonstrate that they have leamed what we set out to teach?
What will we require as evidence that students have leamed?

The answer is first to imagine a competent persan who
demonsteates all of the skills and knowledge that we're
intending bo teach and then to define with some precision what
that person is like. What does she do? What does she know?
What attitudes does she convey? This image supplies us with a
vision of our students as accomplished learners, as individuals
who demonstrate competence in the fundamental aspects of the
discipline, A precise description of this vision defines the
assessment criteria, How will we evaluate students’ knowledge
and skills? By having them do the very things that competent
professionals do, but with contextual limitations that are
appropriately gauged to leamers’ levels of experience amd
expertise,

The difficulties surrounding the design  and
implementation of assessment can be organized around three
dichotomies: skills-content, breadth-depth, and  frequency-

magnihade.

Skills persu content (Dioing shuff veraus kiscwing st

Genuine competersce in any diseipline is fundamentally
based an skills: reading skills, listening skills, IEEIH{H'IITI.i akills,
gommunication skills, social skills, Competence is much more
than knowing stuff (content); competence entails doing stuff
with what you know, using what you know to reason, solve

lems, pose questions, play mssic, read, d_m:uss, wrife,
Thus It is advantageous for us as teachers to think abeut the
assesement of leaming not in terms of what students know, bub
instead in terms of how students use what they know to
accomplish goals. We need not worry that by emphasizing
akills we'll shortehange the knowing-stuff, because assessment
of the kmwhg—ﬂuﬁq subsumed within the assessment of
doing-stuff. Knowing that written E on the B-flat clarinet
sounds comcert 13, for example, is inert knowledge, Writing a
woodwind quintet arrangement of a four measure malndy puts
this knowledge into action, applying the knowbedge of
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transposition to accomplish the poal of writing for woodwinds,
You have to know stuff {eg, that B-flat clarinel parts sound a
whole step lower than written] to do the doing stuff, so by
assessing the doing stuff, the knowing stuff is also assessed.

This focws om skills rather than content is a liberating way
tw think about goals and assessments, because it alleviates
concern over covering material, Teachers who feel pressured by
time constraints often move quickly through skills and ideas in
the Interest of getting through what "must be covered,” even
though such a rapid pace affords students few opportunities to
practice and refine skills. But the development n’! skills requires
frequent opportunities o practice applying the skills in a
variety of contexts, Mo practice, no skill development, Once the
decision is made to forgo allegiance o covering the materlal
{pettimg through the comtent), then more Hme may be spent
demonstrating,  analyzing, il and  refining  akills
{applying the content o accomplish goals). Focusing on skill
development rather than content coverage not only reorients
teachers’ priorities about the use of precious instructional Hme
but also reorients students’ perceptions of what's important,
whal's desenving of their attention and effort, and what it
means o be competent.

Must of the intellectual and physical skills we hope our
students will acguire through the course of instruction are not
comtext dependent. Crar goal is not that students play this here
whole step In tune, for example. Our goal is that students play
whole steps in tune, imespective of where they occur in the
pices they play and sing. Our goal i= not that students
maintain a steady tempo in this here etude, Our goal is that
students leamn to maintain steady tempos generally. In other
words, our goal 1% mot that students will play or sing a given
reperioire (content) but that our students will develop the
habits of good musicianship (skills). We may approach this goal
through any number of esercises, etudes, and pieces, but
irrespective of what's being played or sung at the moment, the
ﬁ,:iu of musicianship—the skills—are unchanging throughout

course of nstruction from the first days of producing a
Fome.

From this peint of view the reperoire performed in a

miusic assessment, for example, is not nearly as important as the
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guiality of the performance. Think about what can happen to
students’ thinking and priorities when there is no credit for
performing very difficult repertoire mther poorly. 188 not wrl
vou play or sing, it's hewr well you play or sing. Sloppy Paganini
doesn’t win over beautiful Hande!, because the criteria now
forus on the quality of ormance; the beauty of fone,
accuracy of intonation, thythmic precision, expressiveness. The
assessment emphasizes that it's the demonstration of refined
skills that matter, not the difficulty of the context in which the

skills are applied.

Diepth nersus breedth
The same teachars who make the unfortunate decision 1o
kase their instructional goals on comtent coverage rather than
on the development of physical or intellectual skills seldom
devote sufficient time and attention to any one idea, principle,
or skill, so that students come to understand it deeply or
riorm it fluently. In the competition between breath
r;wmp;r! and depth (competence), breadth often wins. I've
heard many teachers insist that they “must get through this
material by the end of the semester,” as il there is some extermal
force directing them to make this regrettable chedce. Althuugh 1
certainly acknowledge the exdstence of curricolum guides,
textbooks, standardized tests, principals, chalrmen, area
pupervisors, deans, and parents, the assertion that one or more
of these forces requires that teachers blow through material
faster than students can take i1 in s demonstrably untrue.
Instructional ime is a zero sum game, and increasing the
time: devoted to amy one topic or skill necessarily diminishes
the time available for other opics, Dut it is generally impossible
to cover a greal deal of material and develop depth of
understanding and fuent skills. There ks simply insutficient
time to do both. When more time i35 devoted to a fow
furdamental skills and a few underlying principles nf the
discipline and students have many apporlunities to practice
applving these skills and principles in a vanety of contexts,
increased competence, fuency, and confidence are the result
The breadth versus depth question s no contest at all, Depth
trumps breadth every timea, If we expect students to come to
value excellence, then we must afford her oprecchunities fo
cullivate, nurture, and practice excellence. This copresents a
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considerable investment of time and effort, [t doesn't come
quickly and it doesn't come cheap, but its value is unassailable.
We cultivate excellence by expecting students b demonstrabe
excellence—depth of understanding and fluency of skills—and
by providing numerous opportunities for them to do so.

If we expect students to leam  to value doep
understanding and intellectual and physical lluul:g, then we
should be certain that all assessments, formal and informal,
convey thal value. If assessments require only that students
repeat what they've been told or imitate what they've been
showm, it is unlikely that they will learn to value and invest
their time, effort, and energy in their cwn infellectual or
physical skills. This is especially true If assessments are
designed in ways that set up students to do poorly. If students
are performing repertoire at the brink of their curment technical
capacity, for example, what is the likelihood that they will :p]a],r
beauwtifully, eupressively, artistically? What if in of
deciding & prior that students must play or sing repertoine at a
given level of difficulty, we insist that students play or sing
only repertoire thal can be performed beautifully, expressively,
Auently? In the first instance, everyone performs the same
repertoire. Some sound wonderful; others stink. In the seand
instance, everyone performs repertoire that they can perform
beautifully. Some play or sing some very difficult pieces; others
E:nrm very simple tunes. But everyome plays amd n';:ﬂ

tifully. And through repeated experiences like this,
habits af ¢ tenl performance develop, because all students
play and sing beautifully repeatedly.

1 realize that some may inferpret the preceding as my
suggesting that we lower our standards in order for all students
to succeed. Quite the contrary. 1 am advocating for very high
standards, because, in the second instance | described above,
everyone must sing and play beautifully, a goal that =
sccomplished by limiting what students are permitted o

srform o those pieces that they can perform beautifully, Note
Rersvivas-thal my high standards are based not on difficulty of
repertoire but on quality of performance. Although this view of
standards seems 1o me axiomatic, I have heard it articulated by
few devotess of the so-called standerds movement, Most often
when | hear people argue for higher standards, they're arguing
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for harder tasks, O course, this is the cheap and easv way o
raise standards: make the assessments harder. It's cheap and
easy because it doesn’t require that you do anything other than
make the test more difficult or caize the passing score. It doesn't
require that you teach better, spend more time, or invest more
money in materiaks and eguipoment.

The success of this type of standands raising is predicated
on the nafve belief that improving student performance
requires only that the consequences of success amd failure
increase in magnitude, a belief that curiowsly ists among
many of my Republican friends in spite of the glaring failure of
states to improve education by simply raising the bar, of which
the Mew York State Regents Exam is only one of many stunning
examples, | cerfainly do not deny thet our expectations can
preatly influence what students accompfish, but telling o
student who's never learmed to think linearly that he'll be held
back if he can't perform guadratic equationg or write a

ive essav will do Iitﬂt- other then creale [rustration,
anxicty, discouragement, resertment, and no small measure of
anger. It certainly won't teach him to think linearly, solve
equations skillfully, and write lucid and copent essavs. [t will
take many, well structured, reprated experiences to do that.

Fre TR nifude

w;?rrhm b:::JEJ:E w0 many teachers and students have
oome bo view assessment as an onemous big deal, assessments
tend to happen infrequently. In some college lechure classes, for
example, students’ grades are determined only by a mid-term
and a final exam, with few experiences taking E]:ce during the
other 44 class days that resemble the activities the examinations
ormprise, What's immediately apparent in this extreme way of
doing things is that these ”g;mg: producing situations,” a5
they're sometimes called in the education jargon, take on
oonsiderable weight in the minds of studenmts. These fest
become a big deal both because so much is riding on them and
becawse of their infregquency,

To the extent that such grade producing situations as
midterms, finals, juries, and auditions motivate students to get
with it and study or practice in earnest, they focus students’
attention on the content of the assesements, amed 0 the
assegaments in fact tap the most impurzant and o uboiantie
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ﬂthE of the discipline, then this heightened attention to
what's most impoelant is not a bad thing, Unfortunately,
however, many of these asscssments fail to tap the most
impurtant and substantive aspects of the discipline, while at the
game time creating stress amd frosfration in students who
atbempt to cram too much stuff info too litte Bme, OF cousse,
this way of learning is antithetical o systematic habit building,
In the absence of sufficient opportunities for consistent, correct
repetition over time, even the knowledge that may be
remeribered, the principles understoed, cr the skills executed
for the test will remain “fragile” in the sense that they will not
likely persist much Tnd the assessmenl itself. To understand
deeply and to think and move Muently requires active,
consistent practioe.

I recognize that many of my wlleagues argue that the
consistent  practice  and  steady  effort  applied  toward
understanding and skill are the students’ respemsibility. Our
job as teachers is o onvey Information, o explain, 1o
demonstrate. [1's the students’ job ke study, practice, and make
what we tell them a part of what &w{cth]nh and how they
behave. This is a very limited view of the teacher's role in the
learning process. To teach effectively we must do much mone
than convey information. Teaching is much more than telling.
The heart of teaching isn't the telling part bul the systamatic
structuring of learning expericnoes (thmking experiences and
doing experiences) that guide students through the acquisition
and development of intellecheal and physical skills. You can't
falk someone inte competence. You have o do somesne ine
Competenoe,

Assessments contribute o this process when they are
generally high in frequency and low in magnitude. Frequent
assessments provide opportunities for students b practice
applying what they know and demonstrating whas they can de,

iding important information e teachers and students alike,

ut also reguiarizing the act of performing the intellectual and
physical skills that everyone is working to master. The
increased frequency and familiarity with the lasks associated
with the assessment—which ideally are the very tasks that
embody e most important aspects of the discipline—render
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assessment just another part of the learning process. No panic.
Mo sweal. This happens all the time.

The increased fiequency also reduces the perceived
consequences of eror, and this &= porhaps the proan -
contribution that frequent assessment opportunitios mo!
effective instruction. ;ludrnls' perceptions of the comseg. -
of errur are generally out of whack, All of us have observed or
experienced  bright, copable, mostly  well-adjusted  human
beings go o pieces before our eyes while arguing over a half-
point for a partially correct ancwer—a half-point that doesa't
affect their final grade. | realize this is o0 common as 1o be
comsidered an inevitable part of schooling, but It's weird, ir's
very weind, And i1 illustrates students’ and teachers” lack of
perspective about assessment and prading, Think about His
caretully.

All intelligent, skillhul professionals recognize that error i
an inevilable, necessary, and even productive part of thinking
and leamning. It is virlally impossible o develop genuine
competence of fe accomplish anvihing important, for that
matter,  without somefimes making  mistakes, pursuing
unproductive paths. or misinterpreting data. Making mistakes
5 an accepled part of learning new things just about
everviwhere except in school. In school mistakes cost you,
because rmistakes lower your , And e more ofrequeent
the assessiment oppartunities, the more costly the mistakes,

Uﬂdt‘n‘lam?l:[‘l.ﬂi we'ne trying to teach students to adopt a
very subthe point of view: don't make mistakes if you ean avoid
them, but accept the fact that mistakes will happen because
they are an inevitable part of learning: try not to make
mistakes, but it's UK if you do. The difficulty of acquiring this
nuanced way of thinking about learning is evidenced by its
rarity amcng our Hudents, To most of them, mistakes are bad,
period. This position is reinforced 0 the extent thas being
wrong lowers your grade in 3 consequential way. When we
provide few graded assesspwnt opportunities, we build in
disineeniioes for alucksnts too com fortably recognize their own
errars and accept oriticism regarding their work, They can't
afford to. Doing so would lower their grade. If ertor i always
issotiated with a comsequential dimdnution of 2 learner's grade,
what intelligent, motivated student would come o acecpt e
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a5 a1 matural pant of the leaming process and appreciatively
accept our crilicism as 4 weleome Bt of mew formation that
will contribute  to their  intellechual  groseth  and skl
development?

Assessmient cane and should be a repgular past of the
process of instruction, gven o tlhe extent that 1 becones
indistinguishable from the process of instroction. 1F we aooept
the premise that learning requires the actlve application of
knowledge and skills and the complenientary  premise that
assosgments should cmbody  the meaningfu! application of
krewledge amd skills, then there should be o impedinent to
making r=cssment on ongoing part of teaching and learming,
We can accomplish this by creating more fregquent assessmenis
that are lower in nitude in the sense that they are less ime
consuming and i:}:ﬁe sere thot each contributes itle 1o the
firal [;T;grl:. What often deters teachers  from  scheduling
frequent assessments is the erconeous belicl that every stadem
has to be evaluated at the same time. They don'l. Or tha
everyone has o do cxoetly the same thing on the evaluation,
They don't. When assessment s woven into the fabric of
instruclion. the timing of issessments may vary according to
the ol reumskanees,

BF all of this soesms odd fo L, it 1= Lm'._'.- biecavi=e we have
bescomie s accustomed Bo doing thinggs as they"ve been dome for
many, many years. One of the greatest impediments o our
II'IiJ'Ih:é? creatively about wsessment, vr about any other aspect
of teaching and I.Eﬂrninlﬁ fa that we've all gone o school
ourselves, And  throvgh owr school  experiences,  we've
developed habits of thought that do not nevessarily lead fo our
facusing on the cone principles of our discipline. This is nol
umigue ke music nstuction. 1E pervades public education in
every fidd oF study, We often leam disconnected  minutiae
aboul math or science o social studies, winbdering howw anyons
conld possibly find this stull interesting.

Teaching well begins with our formulsting & vision of
stwlents i accomplished, literate, ingquisitive, skilled, thinking
mutitcians. | we take the time o describe an accomplished
learner with some  precswon and o that description s
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sufficiently explicit, then wie have defined simullameowsly not
onily the w=esarent criteria but the goals of instrusbion and the
marture of tho daily class achivities as well, Al in a single stroke.
This way of thinking abowt assessmend chifte e
emprhasia away froa the aefieefies that lake prlace fn minesic cliss
and the reperfore that is performed in choir, band, or vochesi,
and  bwward the bundamental skills of inkelligent, lievate,
miEsicia I'|:~'|:1-il.'l that all ool s dastesd for vue students fo Jeame The
padnt of o instructional practice i not, after all, to teach
students to petform o particular piece o1 to particpate in a
given activity. The music ropedoine and instructicnal activitics
are omly the evperiences thiough which we develop nowledye
angd gkills that will be apphoable, meaningiul, and  useful
boyosd school. It s these fe-long musical amd intellectual
akill= that teachers are working hard o develop, because they
Eoem the Dasis of whist students will take with duan whin they
leave schoal, '



