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the total points system. Students who received As because they had
accumulated enough points or were well behaved but did not dem-
onstrate a high degree of understanding, however, received a slightly
lower grade in the new system. Conversely, very few of the students
who previously had received Fs based on total points received Fsin
the new system because so few fit the new definition. Moreover, when
student performance was inconsistent and did not fit neatly within
the confines of one grade category, | circled the components of each
definition demonstrated by that student and assigned a grade that
fell in the middle of the range. Even though | would much rather have
let the circled definitions tell the story themselves and not have been

bothered with trying to pick aletter grade in the middle, | was still

required by the district to give afinal grade to summarize student
achievement. At least, | reasoned, with the rubric attached to the re-
port card, parents would have a clearer picture of what contributed
to the grade received. By having alist of objectives, parents and stu-
dents could pinpoint the mathematics skills and concepts that re-
quired additional attention.

Satisfied with the results of the pilot, | began to create alist of
objectives for the next MiC unit. | notified parents of the new grading
system and explained to students the rationale behind my decision.
Most students were interested in giving the new system atry. They
enjoyed seeing up front the concepts that they would be investigat-
ing, and the process for determining their grades was now demystified.
Some students were motivated to set personal goals and familiarize
themselves with the requirements for earning the grade that they de-
sired. Each student was given a copy of the unit objectives and the
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6. Articulation of estimation and calculation strategies 0 1 2
7. Relate percents to fractions and decimals 0 1 2
8. Work backward to find starting price or discount 0 1 2
Analysis and Extension Level (Interpret, analyze, draw, and justify conclusions,
construct informed opinions, extend and generalize)

9. Compound interest (rule of 72) 0 1 2
10. Refuting common misperceptions with percent 0 1 2
11. Finding a percent of a percent (forward and backward) 0 1 2
12. Extended thinking 0 1 2

Work Habits Participation
Timeliness 0 1 2 Math chats; class 0 1 2
discussion
Quality 0 1 2 Readiness 0 1 2

Grading Rubric
A B C D
¢ All basic skills  « All basic skills * Most basic * Most basic
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increased Student Involvement, Accountability,
and Self-Advocacy

One immediate benefit of shifting from an emphasis on grades
to an emphasis on assessing understanding was the impact it had on
student communication and involvement. The student record forms,

nraoress renorts._and class conyersations about assessrgent plaved a

major role in increasing student fluency in the language of mathemat-

ics so that students were able to communicate the specific skills that

they were learning and the concepts that they did not understand.
They also were able to communicate what they were learning to par-:
ents and.othets Even without the benefit of the forms in front of

them, many students were able to articulate a clear understanding of
and appreciation for the assessment process. The student responses
in the following interview excerpts illustrate some student percep-
tions of this approach:

Interviewer: Describe how things have changed between the old
system and the new system.

Student: In the old system, she would like give you sheets and stuff
to work on, and then she would score it. So if it was late, you
would still get a point off whether or not everything was right
on it. And now she is looking for how well you have demon-

Student: Sometimes before, in math, [ would—like—not understand
things . . . I would understand them but I just didn’t understand
the problem or something. But now, if I mess up on something,
and she already knows that [ have proved it, and she knows that
I can do it, it is not going to reflect badly on the rest of my stuff.

Interviewer: It is just sort of one mistake.
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Similar to the fun book chats my language arts teammate had devel-
oped as amore interactive alternative to regular book reports, math chats
were organized during the mandatory tutorial period or after school as
informal opportunities for students to demonstrate achievement of learn-
ing goals and verbalize higher-level thinking. During a session, | would sit
with asmall group of students to discuss either an area of mathematics
they were struggling with or an enrichment activity they wanted to ex-
plore further. Students established the goal of the session. Sometimes stu-
dents selected the math problems they wanted to discuss, and other times
| would select "brain stretchers" to push students to extend and apply their
mathematical knowledge in new ways. | quickly found that math chats
gave me additional insight into students' math thinking, abilities, struggles,
and comprehension in lieu of constant test writing and grading. Math chats
also were an opportunity to try out questioning techniques and instruc-
tional strategies to help students overcome challenging content, techniques
that | would use in later lessons. For example, for a group of students who
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Grade 8—Introduction

« Understand how different algorithms work for arithmetic computations and
operations. Use appropriate computational methods (e.g., mental, paper and
pencil, calculator, computer, spreadsheet) for situations with rational numbers.

« Perform operations on rational numbers (add, subtract, multiply, divide...).
Understand the concept of proportion and the applications of proportional
reasoning (e.g., scale, similarity, percentage, rate).

» Apply proportional thinking in avariety of problem situations that include
)Ratios and proportions (e.g., rates, scale drawings, similarity).
>Percents, including greater than 100% and less than 1% (discounts, rates of

increase and decrease, sales tax).

Curricular Goals and Objectives:

Basic SkillsLevel
1. Reasonable estimations (multiplying decimals and fractions).
2.
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and explanations became more than occasional practices employed for
the sake of variety. Instead, they became my primary methods for gaug-
ing and documenting student understanding.

REFLECTIONS AND FUTURE IMPLICATIONS

Let me state, first and foremost, that I do not in any way wish to
nramnte the nroduct descri tein as the definitive assessment svstemn.

Rather, this chapter recounts a journey of experimentation with assess-
‘ment models and practices that is by no means over. Assessing for
understanding and teaching for understanding both rely on dynamic
interaction and construction of meaning rather than static procedures
and formulas. No system can be canned and reproduced without invit-
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Even the most motivated teacher can become quickly and easily
burned out when attempting to innovate practice in isolation. In my
own story, | acknowledge four key aspects, of outside support without
which | would still be dissatisfied with the status quo and desiring to
do better by my students, but trapped in old and unproductive meth-
ods of teaching and assessing.

1. Administrative support. The administration provided valuable sup-
port, granting me permission to experiment with assessment sys-
tems, albeit in the confines of my own classroom. Such flexibility
was hecessary fertilizer for innovative growth. The money and time
to attend various conferences and workshops inspired me and fed
my ideas for reform.

2. Collegial support. Many of the ideas that collided to create my most
recent system of assessment were borrowed or built using the ad-
vice and work of admired colleagues. Fellow teachers with alove
for students shared rubrics they had created or spent time listening
to my ideas and sharing their experiences and wisdom. Others who
took similar risks and advocated for departmental reformsin track-
ing, grouping, and instruction inspired my efforts further. Darling-
Hammond and colleagues (1995) acknowledged the power of peers
when they witnessed that resistant or skeptical faculty were "won
over to innovative practices by three factors: the improved quality
of student learning and performance they have witnessed; the per-
suasive arguments of a critical core of peers; and opportunities to
collaborate with colleagues’ (p. 266).

3. A "big brother" or, in this case, university support. The role of the uni-
versity collaborative in my later efforts at reforming practice was
invaluable. Videotaping and personal observations were instrumental
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