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ISSUES IN INNOVATIVE ASSESSMENT FOR CLASSROOM PRACTICE:
BARRIERS AND FACILITATORS

Pamela R. Aschbacher

Introduction

There has been an explosion of interest in performance assessment over
the past several years and high hopes for its usefulness as a crucial
instrument of school reform, but we have little evidence of what happens after
such assessments are actually implemented. What are the consequences for
teaching and learning when performance assessments become a routine part
of the classroom? Clearly, this must be a primary concern when judging the
worth of performance assessment (Linn, Baker, & Dunbar, 1991).

Before we can answer the question of consequences, however, we must
address the issue of how to successfully implement new assessments in
classrooms, schools, and districts, for we cannot assume that new approaches
to assessment along with their implications for changes in teaching and
curriculum will be immediately understood and embraced by practitioners.
Nuttall and McLean's (1992) account of British teachers' reaction to the 1991
national trials of elementary school performance assessments suggests some
of the problems that lie ahead in this country. Researchers here have also
begun to note some of the problems in trying to develop and use performance
assessments, such as the relative lack of assessment literacy among educators
(Stiggins, 1991; Stiggins et al., 1992) and the need for extensive teacher training
in order to implement alternative assessments (Aschbacher, 1991b;
Aschbacher, 1992; Brewer, 1991; Myers, Treisman, & Wolf, 1992; Plake,
Impara, Kapinus, & Kruglanski, 1992). Some have suggested that the
implementation of performance assessments (along with revised curriculum
and instruction) demands new roles for teachers and students and requires a
radical paradigm shift among educators, from a focus on content coverage to
one on outcomes achieved (Aschbacher, 1991a; Aschbacher, 1992; Moon, 1992).
The beliefs, knowledge, and perceptions of educators as well as the structure of
schooling also will be factors, as these strongly affect the implementation of
reforms (Richardson, 1990; Sarason, 1982). If we hope to bring new forms of



assessment and instruction into schools, we need a much better
understanding of schools' and educators' responses (and resistance) to new
assessments. We need to identify the development and implementation
strategies most likely to help teachers alter their conceptions and beliefs about
assessment.

Over the past two years the National Center for Research on Evaluation,
Standards, and Student Testing (CRESST) has been laying the groundwork to
explore fundamental questions of assessment implementation. We have been
working collaboratively with school practitioners in a variety of school contexts
to help them implement performance assessment strategies so that we could
better understand the implementation process and could investigate the
barriers and facilitators to assessment innovation that are likely to be
encountered. This report briefly describes our methods, discusses our
findings, and presents examples of the survey materials developed in this
study.

Method

Approach

This project has taken an action research approach, integrating research
and practice in alternative assessment by working together with selected
teachers, schools, districts, and state departments of education to help them
develop alternative assessments and then observing issues of implementation
and impact.

Our involvement over the past two years has consisted primarily of
providing practitioners with the following training and assistance:

< the rationale for alternative assessment;

= theories of learning and instruction that underlie new assessment and
instructional approaches;

= alternative assessment models and materials developed at CRESST
and elsewhere (see Baker, Aschbacher, Niemi, Yamaguchi, & Ni,
1991); and

e a process for developing performance assessments (Herman,
Aschbacher, & Winters, 1992).



To study implementation of new assessments we relied on observation,
interviews, and surveys of participants. We also collected and reviewed some
assessment-related materials developed by participants in this study.

Study Sites

Several sites were involved in the study this year and last. Half were
interested in math assessment, and half in social studies assessment. The
sites included:

1. a large, urban, racially and socioeconomically diverse unified school
district where the district office sought our assistance in working with
a small group of teachers to pilot alternative assessment strategies for
classroom use;

2. a group of teachers from a special secondary program focusing on
interdisciplinary humanities serving a culturally diverse, large urban
school district. These teachers attended a series of portfolio
assessment workshops as part of a project to use portfolios for
classroom assessment and program evaluation purposes;

3. two middle-sized, suburban unified school districts (one serving a
relatively high socioeconomic status (SES) community; one serving
relatively low SES students, many of whom have limited proficiency in
English) where the county office sought our assistance in helping
teachers and administrators to develop alternative assessment
strategies for both classroom and district use;

4. a culturally diverse elementary school not bound by state education
policies, whose mandate includes participation in educational
research projects. The administration and faculty of this school jointly
decided to develop with us an assessment model as a precursor to an
eventual schoolwide alternative assessment program; and

5. an innovative elementary classroom serving disadvantaged children
from diverse cultural and language backgrounds. The teacher of this
classroom has been developing and implementing alternative
assessments for the past several years.

Alternative Assessment in Social Studies

The first two sites listed above were interested in developing social studies
assessments. The district we worked with was interested in developing
classroom assessments that eventually could inform districtwide assessment
practices. The special interdisciplinary humanities program was interested



in assessments that could serve both classroom assessment and program
evaluation needs. Each of these is described below.

Districtsocial studiesassessment. CRESST staff conducted a week-long
workshop during the summer of 1991 for 11 secondary social studies teachers
from three districts: two large urban, and one suburban. The workshop was
held at UCLA under the auspices of CRESST's Alternative Approaches to
Measuring School Subjects project (Project 2.2). The training consisted of an
introduction to the value and use of alternative assessment and the CRESST
model for assessing content area understanding (in social studies and science)
by examining students' expository essays (Baker et al., 1991). In addition,
training was provided in instructional methods based on a generative model of
student learning (Wittrock, 1991) as an appropriate instructional precursor to
performance assessment. This approach is based on cognitive research
showing that students must elaborate and question new information and link
it to prior knowledge in order to be able to use it generatively to interpret new
situations and solve problems.

Teachers in the CRESST summer training institute worked in teams to
develop instructional plans, based on cognitive learning theory, to accompany
alternative assessment of students using CRESST's model materials in
secondary social studies. Teachers implemented these instructional plans
together with the CRESST assessment materials during the 1991-92 academic
year. They also attended several additional meetings and workshops that
included training in how to use the CRESST rubric to score student social
studies essays.

The workshops laid the foundation to enable teachers in the field to adapt
the CRESST assessment model to other instructional goals in their secondary
social studies classes. We anticipate that in the future they may use the model
by extending the research and/or writing aspects of the task, by using it to
assess group-produced projects, or by creating new assessment tasks in other
social studies topic areas.

Programassessmentinhumanities. Over the past two years, staff from
CRESST and the Center for the Study of Evaluation (CSE) have conducted nine
workshops on portfolio assessment or related topics for teachers in a special
interdisciplinary program in a large urban district. We worked with teachers



to articulate program goals, to determine core contents of portfolios for
program evaluation and classroom assessment purposes, and to develop and
apply scoring rubrics for judging student work and the quality of class
assignments. Participating teachers used portfolios with their classes during
the past two years and submitted a sample of portfolios and assignments to us
at the end of each school year for rating and study. In additional to enabling
teachers in the field to try out, adapt, and share a classroom portfolio
assessment process with their colleagues, the project also provided data about
program outcomes and about the strengths and weaknesses of program
implementation.

Alternative Assessment in Math

There were four sites of study for performance assessment in math: a
schoolwide reform effort; an individual, innovative, inner-city classroom; and
two small, districtwide reform efforts. Each is described below.

Schoolwidaeform. The faculty and administrators of an innovative,
experimental school were interested in improving the assessment and
reporting practices at the school. They wanted to develop a consistent and
coherent system of assessment, across all grade levels in all key curriculum
areas, that would utilize a variety of assessment methods and could be
communicated readily to students, parents, and other schools. They held
several meetings with CRESST staff to discuss possible approaches to the
development and use of alternative assessments at the school. Our first plan
was to help them develop portfolios and journals in two content areas, science
and math, and, in the process, to develop model alternative assessment
strategies that could be adapted to other content areas in future. After much
discussion, however, and for several reasons, they chose to narrow the focus to
math alone and decided to work solely on journals. A number of the teachers
already were using journals as part of their class activities but did not use
them for assessment purposes, and they were interested in exploring their
measurement value. They also felt that working on only one new assessment
method in one subject area would minimize logistical and other
implementation barriers and would allow them to focus more squarely on
assessment. The entire school was emphasizing math this past year, so that
was a natural choice of subject area for the project, and the faculty was



intrigued by the idea of using journals in math. Furthermore, journals may
be viewed as a sort of subset or special case of the portfolio concept. Focusing
on journals this past year thus allowed teachers to deal with many portfolio-
related issues, preparatory to a subsequent and now current math portfolio
project funded by NSF at that site.

At additional meetings this past year, CRESST staff joined the school
faculty and administrators to discuss potential effects of keeping math
journals on both teachers and students, such as those noted by Borasi and Rose
(1989), to examine teachers' existing practices with regard to journals, and to
reach consensus on a definition of "journal” for this project. Teachers wanted
journals to be defined in as broad and inclusive a way as possible in an attempt
to be fair to all students and to let teachers experiment with a variety of ways to
use them. Journal, in this project, meant a personal, bound notebook in which
students wrote down something related to math about once a week. The
content of student journals varied from teacher to teacher and grade to grade:
class notes on the teacher's lecture, problem statements, solutions,
explanations of students' understandings of certain math concepts, records of
important information the student might want to remember such as a
vocabulary list, reflections on class discussions or assignments, and self-
evaluations of students' math knowledge and skills. Teachers agreed to read
these journals and occasionally comment on them.

CRESST staff also tried to work with the faculty to articulate student
outcomes or characteristics to be assessed in journals and to try to outline
appropriate journal content to ensure that the journals would yield intended
measurements.  Teachers were quite interested in metacognitive outcomes
(such as awareness of a process, self-evaluation) and affective outcomes (such
as confidence about math skills) as well as cognitive ones (such as vocabulary,
conceptual comprehension, problem-solving strategies). However, teachers
did not want to specify journal content or intended outcomes before allowing all
the teachers to explore for several months how they might use journals in
their classes. During the year students in lower, middle, and upper
elementary grade levels kept math journals. The teachers kept notes of how
students were using the journals and what they themselves were learning
about students and journaling in the process. In general, they seemed to feel
journals gave them certain insights into students' thinking and feelings and



that some students (primarily those who had little trouble writing) liked the
journals and derived insights themselves. A couple of meetings were canceled
during the time in which we had planned to work with teachers on specifying
standard journal contents and criteria, and the year ended before the teachers
could create these specifications.

Inner-city classroom. One teacher-researcher at a culturally diverse
elementary school in the LAUSD met with us several times to discuss her
philosophy and methods of assessment and instruction, and we observed her
classroom. She uses math journals with her students as well as observations,
performances, demonstrations, and other informal classroom performance
assessments. Her class is a particularly rich and unusual setting in which to
study the implementation and impact of alternative assessment. She is a very
dedicated and innovative teacher who has been developing and refining
alternative methods on her own over the past several years and did not need
assistance from us to implement alternative assessments. She has had most
of the same students in a multi-age class for three years, thus eliminating
some of the difficulties of assessment that arise from lack of background
knowledge about individual children. In addition, her students are primarily
from lower SES, minority backgrounds; a number have limited proficiency in
English and some have special education needs. She felt a strong sense of
direction and did not seek our assistance in developing or revising her
assessments.

Districtwidaefornefforts. The County Superintendent of Schools in a
large, nearby county was eager to support the existing interest in alternative
assessment among the districts in his area. CRESST staff agreed to conduct a
three-day workshop during the summer of 1991 for representatives from seven
districts interested in developing alternative assessments. Two districts that
attended the workshops were very interested in developing districtwide
alternative assessments in math, particularly open-ended questions. Both
districts already had committees of administrators and teachers exploring the
development of new assessments, but both felt the need for additional technical
assistance.

The training we provided covered an introduction to the value and
appropriate use of alternative assessment, background in cognitive learning
theory supporting innovative instruction and assessment, a systematic



approach to developing performance assessments, and examples of alternative
assessments. Participants worked in collaborative groups to articulate student
outcomes, create tasks that would allow students to reveal their progress
towards those outcomes, and create criteria to judge the quality of student
work. They developed prototype alternative measures and piloted them in their
district classrooms. Two follow-up workshops this past year helped
participants refine and expand their measures.

Data Collection

To collect data on the implementation of alternative assessments, we
relied on a combination of surveys, interviews, and observations during the
workshops and meetings in the six study sites described above. We were able
to use a generic survey with three sites (15 teachers and administrators from
three schools, each in a different district) and a specialized survey with two
sites (11 teachers in a portfolio project across six schools, and 7 teachers in a
journal project at one school). (Copies of the surveys are appended to this
report.) At all sites we conducted interviews on performance assessment and
informally observed collegial interaction at meetings.

Results

What Were the Barriers Teachers and Administrators Faced in Developing
and Implementing Alternative Assessments?

Emphasis on learning activities rather than outcomes. Probably the most
fundamental barrier to developing and implementing performance
assessments that we observed was the pervasive tendency of teachers to focus
on classroom activities rather than student outcomes. The faculty at the
innovative elementary school in our study is more used to incorporating
innovations than most, yet they appeared very uncomfortable when asked to
move beyond using student journals as a classroom learning activity to the
point of using journals with some rigor to provide assessment information.
They were able to brainstorm their general goals for students, but they were
reluctant to articulate specific student outcomes to be measured. In fact, they
spent most of the year "trying out" math journals in their classrooms and



documenting how journals were useful to them. They effectively
procrastinated specifying measurable outcomes, even though half of them had
previously used journals as classroom activities. Even for this innovative
school, the faculty found it easier and more comfortable to focus on learning
activities rather than learning outcomes.

Teachers we studied who used portfolios exhibited much the same
inclination, focusing on what interesting activities might be documented in the
portfolios rather than what goals would be achieved as a result of these
instructional activities. When pushed, they could brainstorm outcomes in
general categories, such as "effort" or "use of important concepts and
principles,” but they seemed to feel out of their depth when asked to expand on
these outcomes.

The same phenomenon was observed in nearly every site we studied. For
example, teachers and administrators from the seven districts attending our
summer institute on performance assessment all had a difficult time
articulating desired cognitive outcomes and tended to think in terms of what
activities they wanted students to engage in (such as using math
manipulatives). When asked to share their assessments, they tended to
describe the tasks, omitting mention of intended student goals.

It is relatively straightforward for a teacher to think in terms of what
curriculum to cover and what activities to provide. Planning activities is a
very concrete task with which teachers have had practice, and a teacher can
shape or control these tasks fairly easily. It is both more difficult and daunting
for teachers to work towards having students achieve specific goals because
outcomes can be affected by many variables in a student's life outside the
control of the teacher (such as the student's home life).

Understandably, teachers and administrators are more comfortable when
they are held accountable for simply covering important curriculum content
rather than for improving student achievement, particularly in terms of
external targets such as the SAT and AP exams. The vagaries of a typical
school day in a large urban district (absences, assemblies, unscheduled
meetings or assemblies, visitors, student fights, drug arrests, and so forth)
provide ample challenge to merely covering the content. In addition, many
teachers acknowledged their own lack of assessment literacy, perhaps due in



part to the widespread use and value placed on traditional accountability
measures, usually standardized, multiple-choice exams crafted by external
"testing experts."

Difficultiesspecifyingcriteriaforjudgingstudentwork. The nature of
performance assessment requires that teachers and administrators articulate
the criteria by which student work will be judged, but many practitioners in
our study were not comfortable with judging in a rigorous manner or with
being held accountable for those judgments.

In most of the sites we studied, teachers were expected to develop criteria
for judging student work and seemed distinctly uncomfortable and reluctant to
do so. In workshops and meetings they tended to spend time discussing
student activities rather than the criteria for judging student performance.
For example, the teachers in this study who were using portfolios sought to
avoid being specific about criteria for judging student work and expressed
uncertainty over how to grade students. Teachers involved in developing open-
ended math assessments took several months to think through how to judge
student work.

The classroom teacher in our study who works alone on alternative
assessment and one teacher in the humanities portfolio project stand out as
rare examples of the kind of teacher who is comfortable with intense reflection,
deep conceptual involvement, and a focus on complex student outcomes rather
than simple content coverage. Even these teachers, however, have criteria for
judging students that are so internalized that they find it hard to articulate
their criteria formally and would require some technical assistance to do so.

Assessmentanxiety. Another basic barrier in the development and
implementation of alternative assessments, and one closely related to
difficulties in articulating outcomes and criteria, is best characterized as
"assessment anxiety." Assessment implies judging and being judged, the
consequences of which are intimidating for both teachers and students, so
many teachers seek to avoid it. Teachers in several of our sites mentioned not
having resolved what factors to take into account in grading and how to
balance them, including achievement, effort, talent, student background and
context. They are well aware that grading has consequences for students and
implications for themselves professionally. Many of the teachers in the
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portfolio project, for example, preferred not to give the portfolios a grade, even
though they had to give each student a course grade and presumably the
portfolios reflected the work in the course. Several mentioned that they did not
want to penalize students for the teacher's own inexperience with the portfolio
process. Many teachers also expressed discomfort with being judged
themselves by their students' performance. Those in the portfolio group
tended to send us portfolios from their better students despite a request for a
sample from the full range of students in the class, and they seemed a little
worried that skimpy portfolios might reflect badly on their teaching. They
were quick to tell us that they had done much that did not show up in the
portfolios.

Teachers also discussed shaving or embroidering grades at times in an
attempt to motivate students, and their decision rules appeared somewhat
idiosyncratic. For example, one teacher might give higher than deserved
grades at the beginning of the year to avoid discouraging students; other
teachers might give lower than deserved grades to get students' attention, set a
high standard, and encourage them to exert more effort. Some teachers felt
uncomfortable about being viewed as inconsistent in their grading, which
portfolios might reveal.

Lack of time. Few teachers or administrators themselves articulated the
three barriers discussed above: reluctance to focus on outcomes, difficulties
specifying criteria, and assessment anxiety. These were barriers that we
observed. However, there was strong consensus across the teachers in all the
sites we studied that lack of time (and money to pay for that time) is a very
critical barrier to developing and implementing new assessments. Teachers
and administrators cited the need for time in many areas: to learn about and
grow comfortable with new assessments, to develop or review and select them,
to use them in the classroom, to be trained to rate student work, to do the
scoring, and to synthesize the results of more complex assessments to make
instructional and program decisions. Many practitioners already feel
challenged by other innovations in school reform and by the need to do more
with larger classes and fewer resources than in the past. They do not want
assessments that are even more complex, elaborate, and time-consuming than
what currently exists. Unfortunately, almost any new assessment strategy
will appear complicated in the beginning and thus meet with resistance.
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We knew going into this study that helping teachers and administrators
develop new assessments would take time. We were not prepared for how
much time and support it would take! Overcoming the uncertainties and fears
mentioned above and acquiring new knowledge not only about assessment but
about learning and instructional theory as well seemed to take an inordinate
amount of time—for the most part, more than we could provide for this study
and more than the individuals and institutions had expected or budgeted
themselves. Educators seemed to need lots of time to absorb and become
familiar with the new ideas and vocabulary, time to decide on priorities, and
time to reach consensus. Had we assumed a more directive stance, in which
we simply told teachers what to adopt, we might have saved some time.
However, we believe that the positive consequences of alternative assessments
derive in large part from teachers' participating in the process of articulating
and reaching consensus on valued student outcomes and criteria for judging
success, not simply from adopting a list of outcomes and criteria provided
wholecloth by others. Developing and implementing alternative assessments
provides the opportunity for practitioners to engage in the most fundamental
discussions of what they are trying to accomplish and how they will know
when they have succeeded. According to those we interviewed in this study,
this opportunity is sadly rare in schools today. They said that staff meetings
and inservice training seldom focus on fundamental issues of purpose, and
that teachers have little time or opportunity to discuss such topics with their
colleagues in a meaningful way. The fragmentation of their day and the
pressure of paperwork, particularly for secondary level teachers, who may
work with 150 students a day, serve to focus their efforts on simply surviving
day by day.

Need for training and ongoing support. Closely tied to the issue of time is
the need for training on how to develop and implement alternative
assessments in the schools. Teachers and administrators in our study agreed
that training in new approaches to assessment is very important, and that
they wanted more than was readily available to them. What surprised us,
however, was just how much information, practice, models, feedback, and
encouragement were actually needed to help teachers grasp the notion of some
new assessments, such as portfolios, and attempt to use them in their classes.
Teachers who tried math journals and those who tried humanities portfolios
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seemed to need months to mull over the concept of journal or portfolio, and
then more time to see how to use them for assessment purposes. It seems to
take two or more years of trying to use portfolios before most teachers feel
comfortable with them. The longer the acculturation period, the more
training, monitoring, and feedback are needed to sustain teachers' interest
and focus. Workshops spaced a few months apart were not judged sufficient.
Continuous attention to implementation is necessary, in part because there
are so many other concerns competing for teachers' attention and energy, and
in part because, as Hall and Loucks (1981) noted, there are so many stages of
the implementation process through which teachers must pass.

Also daunting was the realization that practitioners need extensive
professional development not only in assessment methods per se but also in
basic cognitive learning theory and its implications for instruction. Most
practitioners have had little training in assessment or theories of learning and
instruction to begin with, so new ideas do require significant time for mulling
over and making the connections to what they already understand about
students, teaching and assessment. One of the teachers in our study
enumerated several areas in which she felt teachers need training in order to
implement  performance-based assessments successfully: innovative
curriculum, instructional strategies, current cognitive learning theory,
human development, assessment, scientific method (to be used by teachers as
researchers in their own schools), school organization models, peer
evaluation, and knowledge of student language and cultures.

Reluctancetochange. This human characteristic was mentioned by
several of the participants in this study as a significant barrier to
implementing new assessments. What did they fear? One administrator
mentioned that too much pressure from administrators might Kill teacher
interest in alternative assessments. On the other hand, several teachers
mentioned that their administrators had not bought into the new assessments
yet, and implied that they were not about to invest themselves in it too deeply as
long as they lacked administrative support. Another teacher cited parent
pressure for old methods. Others said there was too much happening at once.
Their method of dealing with such overload was to wait it out. If an innovation
were worthwhile, it would be there for awhile and they would have later
chances to try it out. Several teachers, particularly those at the secondary
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level, were reluctant to try new approaches that students might reject. At least
one administrator mentioned his reluctance to impose a "revolution” on a
faculty that might resist, favoring instead a slower "evolution” of assessment
methods (one of the faulty maps of change noted by Fullan and Miles, 1992).
Several people suggested that in the face of such concerns it was easier to rely
on old, well-known techniques than to try new approaches.

Lack ofalong-rangeimplementationplan. A savvy administrator in our
study pointed out the desirability of having a long-range development and
implementation plan, but said that few districts developed such plans due to a
variety of factors, such as not knowing how big an assessment reform project
would become, dealing with competing urgent problems that absorb time for
planning ahead, and lack of readily available implementation models for
alternative assessments. As one person put it, "As we start out tweaking this
one little thing—alternative assessment—we find ourselves face-to-face with
big-time school reform."

During a transition from the familiar to new ways of assessing and
teaching students, educators normally need to assess the change for its
genuine possibilities and possible consequences for their own self-interest,
confront the loss of the familiar and embrace the new, unlearn old beliefs and
behaviors and learn new ones, move from anxiousness and uncertainty to
stabilization and coherence (Fullan & Miles, 1992). A plan for dealing with
this very long process, coupled with support throughout, is critical to
successful reform.

What Factors Facilitated the Development and Implementation of Alternative
Assessments?

Purposefupassion. Strong commitment among practitioners is clearly
one of the most important factors that facilitates the implementation of new
assessment approaches. Teachers committed to performance assessment are
more likely to sustain their interest throughout a long change process, to
incorporate it into their own classroom practices, to inspire students and other
teachers to be involved in new assessments, and to sustain their efforts if faced
with an unsupportive environment.

14



In the portfolio project for example, there were some teachers who were
only somewhat interested in portfolio assessment, but a few were quite
passionate about the value of portfolios. While the former group did participate
in the project, their use of portfolios appeared tangential to their teaching and
assessment—almost an afterthought. A couple of them, in fact, scrambled to
collect student work at the end of the year to create the portfolios after the fact.
On the other hand, the passionate teachers embraced the portfolio process as a
focal point of their instruction and assessment, and their students' portfolios
revealed greater student and teacher involvement in this approach. Their
portfolios tended to be richer compilations of work, showed more evidence of
student consideration of what work was placed in the portfolios, and contained
more elaborate and thoughtful student reflections on their work.

The school task force in this study that explored journals as an alternative
assessment approach in mathematics seemed to value highly their period of
exploration and innovation. Although they were not passionate about journals
as an assessment strategy, they were committed to exploring new ideas that
might improve instruction, and this commitment brought them to numerous
meetings throughout the year.

An example of passionate commitment sustaining innovation is the
elementary classroom teacher who participated in this study. She has been
using alternative assessments such as classroom observations, individual
demonstrations of competence, interviews, and portfolios with her students for
several years. She considers herself a teacher-researcher and devotes much
time to videotaping her students' performances and to broad reading that will
inform her practice. She is a willing colleague, enthusiastic about sharing
her ideas. Yet few other teachers in her school share her sense of mission or
have adopted her methods. She is a lone pocket of innovation, sustained
primarily by her own passion and to a lesser extent by an informal network of
like-minded colleagues outside her school.

Being part of a group. Participants in our study expressed strong
consensus that having a group with whom to meet and share ideas was a
critical facilitator to successful assessment innovations. As one person put it,
the success of their new assessment project was due to "the interest and
involvement of several very bright teachers working together.” Like people
facing the need to exercise, they were more likely to attend the workshops, try
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new approaches in their classrooms, and refine their ideas if they had a
"support" group to hear their concerns, reassure them they were "doing
okay," remind them of group expectations, provide new ideas when needed,
and sustain their commitment to the group goal.

A difficult problem with groups, however, is finding time (and the
funding for that time) to meet often enough to provide the information and
support needed. Teachers are very reluctant to leave their classes in the hands
of substitutes while they attend workshops and meetings. On the other hand,
they are reluctant to meet too often outside school hours. They are tired by 3 or
4 p.m. and want to go home. They may even face grading 150 essays that
evening after a meeting. The need to cope with immediate demands often
outweighs what they perceive as the low probability of payoff from attending a
workshop or meeting about something new.

In the portfolio project studied here, for example, teachers were offered
three workshops within a seven-month period, but that was not sufficient to
support many of the teachers who began the project. About half those who
began did not complete the project. Of those who did complete the project, half
did not attend one or two of the three workshops because of lack of time and
other commitments. Still, they said that knowing they were part of a group
was motivating to these teachers and helped them maintain a sense of
commitment even though some of them did not attend all the meetings.

Despite the successful innovation of the elementary school teacher in this
study who worked alone on assessment, most teachers said they appreciated
having at least one colleague at their school as a partner in their innovations,
someone with whom they could share ideas and concerns on a frequent basis.
Trying new approaches with a partner was perceived as "more fun" and "less
threatening” than going it alone. Even the elementary teacher mentioned
above expressed the wish that some of her colleagues were willing to share in
her enthusiasm and ideas.

Districts that sent groups to our workshops appreciated the dual
opportunity to have focused planning time together as a group along with time
to share their ideas with other groups. One person pointed out the importance
in this situation of having districts that are willing to send multi-person teams
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and to sustain the commitment to attend and share so that all groups
participate fully.

Administrativeupport. In several of the sites in this study, the driving
force behind the implementation of new assessments was a strongly
committed district office that was willing to find funding for teachers'
professional development over a sustained period of time, to look beyond the
district itself to find the necessary expertise, and to set up task forces to carry
out the major development tasks. The two districts where teachers and
administrators worked side-by-side at the professional development workshops
appeared to sustain considerable commitment and excitement and, we
suspect, will be more likely than most to effect real change at the classroom
level in the future. The elementary teacher in this study who innovates
"alone" in her school said that she gains support from the strong teachers'
union in her district rather than from her principal or district office, and that
turf wars between principals and teachers are a strong impediment to
innovation.

One teacher mentioned the need for administrative support in the face of
low parental support:

Many parents want what they had in school: rote memory and standardized tests.

We need a united voice for what this school provides and why.

Sustained technicalassistance. Commitment, group sharing, and
administrative support, though necessary, are not sufficient to successful
implementation of new assessments. Practitioners also need sustained access
to technical expertise to make good ideas succeed as assessment, not merely as
interesting learning activities, as noted above. One administrator commented
that our workshops had significantly helped clarify the reliability and validity
issues associated with performance assessment, such as consistency of
teacher scoring. He said that this was a critical feature since it affected the
credibility of the innovations being considered by his district. Another
administrator noted the leadership provided by the California Assessment
Program and the technical assistance provided by the California Content Area
Projects.

The technical assistance we provided to the districts in this study
consisted of several workshops totaling about 30 hours over the space of a year
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(one 3-day summer institute and two 1-day follow-up workshops). At one
elementary school, we participated in about 10 hours of meetings with teachers
and administrators over several months. With the portfolio project, we
provided about 6 hours of workshops in seven months, with optional additional
presentations which some teachers attended. Such assistance was clearly
necessary to help practitioners get their ideas off the ground, but it was
definitely not sufficient for sustained and widespread change in assessment
practices. The district that seemed to achieve the most progress during our
training had already been working on their assessment innovations for several
years and had gathered resources from various sources.

In a survey of some of the participants of this study, most respondents
said they had received relatively strong support for the changes they were
making in curriculum, instruction and assessment in two areas: access to
materials, and encouragement from teachers, principals, and the district
(average ratings on a 1-5 scale were about 3.8 to 4.0). However, only about half
felt they had received much technical assistance (average rating was 3.4 on a
5-point scale). This rating suggests they felt they needed more assistance to
accomplish their goals. They agreed unanimously that teachers need all of the
following if they are to develop and implement new assessments successfully
(listed in order of importance, with highest-rated first):

= administrative support for innovation,;

= time to plan and carry out new instruction and assessments;
e training in curriculum, instruction, and assessment;

= materials (such as sample assessments used elsewhere);

< technical assistance.

What Was the Apparent Impact of Working on Alternative Assessment?

Educators'overallattitudes. Two-thirds of the survey respondents
reported that working on alternative assessments had changed their thinking
about their own teaching or administrative practices, their own assessment
practices, and alternative assessment in general, as illustrated in Figure 1.
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Little or none

Little or none Somewhat

Somewhat

69%
Quite a bit

67%
Quite a bit

Towards own teaching Towards own assessments

Little or none

Somewhat

69%
Quite a bit

Towards alternative
assessments in general

Figure 1. Impact of working on alternative assessment on educators' attitudes
towards their own teaching, towards their own assessments, and towards alternative
assessments in general. Survey responses to items on a 5-point scale where Quite a bit
=4 or 5; Somewhat = 3; Little or none =1 or 2.

For example, one administrator who also teaches a teacher preparation course
at a local college said that he had revised his course assessments to be

performance-based. He also noted:
The development and use is much more complex than | originally thought.

Many teachers volunteered positive comments about the value to them of
working on alternative assessment:
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My attitude toward assessment in general is actually getting better. | used to feel it

was my enemy!

It's [alternative assessment] more difficult but more fun and valid. It's becoming

easier.

I have begun to look at teaching from a different vantage point. | can see more

possibilities.
| feel like I really get to know each child.

Using math journals has given me insight into who students think their work is

for.

I am more accepting of [curriculum] frameworks; I've needed to use them

frequently.

I believe strongly in teacher judgment and creativity. | think many teachers
(myself included) have played around with this for years and are now finding

some validation for our beliefs.

I focus more on what's important and meaningful for students. Now | feel
enthused about the groundswell of support. It's critical, and all of us pioneers need

to blaze the trail together.

Such comments reveal important areas of impact on teachers' beliefs and
practices, such as increased acceptance of innovative curriculum
frameworks, a sharper focus on meaningful learning goals, and improved
insight into student learning.

Teachers'expectationsforstudents. Over half the respondents said
working on alternative assessment had changed their attitude toward students
in general and their expectations for student learning and performance, as
shown in Figure 2. One teacher mentioned that he now expects somewhat
more speaking on the part of children in his math class, and another said she
"began looking more for student explanations in their math journals as
opposed to getting the answers.” Both these teachers were influenced by
workshop discussion on the value of having students learn and demonstrate
their knowledge in a variety of modes. Another teacher said her expectations
for student learning and performance became higher and went on to say:

20



Little or none

Little or none

46%
Quite a bit

39%
Quite a bit

Somewhat
Somewhat

Expectations for student
learning and performance

Attitudes toward students

Figure 2. Impact of working on alternative assessment on teachers' attitudes and
expectations for students.

It has made me think of why | have children do certain tasks, and | question if they
are truly learning activities that are valid. Kids need to learn thinking skills

first. 1'd like to see assessment more narrative rather than grades.

Another teacher said that working on portfolio assessment had reminded
her that children's performance "is not black or white,"” and she noted that her
elementary grade level is now in the process of revising their report card to
reflect growth and development of students.

Changes in curriculum and instruction. Most respondents (85%) also felt
the alternative assessments they had tried had moderate to strong positive
effects on school goals (mean rating was 4.1 on a 1-to-5 scale). One
administrator noted that he was gratified to see more schools in his county
focusing on the "right stuff.”

When asked what changes (if any) to curriculum and instruction seem
called for by alternative assessment, educators responded with fundamental
principles of instruction and assessment:

We need to change our curriculum and instruction by determining what students
should learn and be accountable for, then devise the curriculum to match these

goals. Assessment has to be pre-determined.
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An overall picture of where we were going and what needed to be taught had to be
kept in mind and instruction had to be integrated, i.e., math and science and

language arts.

Children were told more ahead of time what was expected of them, what were they

expected to be able to do in order to succeed.

Greater emphasis on cooperative learning and process, also focus on

metacognition for students' own understanding.

Aligning both the curriculum/instruction and assessments toward the same goals

is paramount. Also aligning them to the same beliefs about learning.

Teachers who used portfolios agreed that the technique helped them

reflect on their own teaching and set goals for the following year.
comments were typical:

These

I discovered | need to organize my assignments much better. | have no problem in
getting students to write frequently and for many different purposes, but | have not

found the key words to get them to revise their work.

It provided an excellent opportunity for self-reflection in regards to staying on task

and in touch with the theme and interdisciplinary teaching.

The portfolios seem to mirror not only the student's work but the teacher's as well.
As a result, | have found the need to re-work, re-organize, and re-assess my

teaching strategies for even greater effectiveness in the classroom each day.

[Next year] I'd get parents involved more than just looking at the portfolios; they'd

respond to them.

One administrator commented that her math teachers seemed locked into
thinking that they have to grade every paper and are reluctant to give up the
"power"” inherent in this view or to increase their own workload by grading
more written work. One of the teachers who used portfolios seemed to share

the same viewpoint but began to seek a new way by the end of the year:

The portfolios revealed to me that I must be more organized with my teaching,
specifically regarding the paperwork. Follow through is very important, it
seems, for motivating students to higher standards . . . The more [work] we
give, the more assessment [we have to do] . . . | need to work this out so | will not

burn out. Peer evaluation of papers proves to be a must next year.
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Collegiality. A majority of the survey respondents felt that the alternative
assessments they tried had had a moderate to strong positive effect on
teachers' collegiality and professionalism (means of 3.8 and 4.1). However,
fewer than half the respondents reported that working on alternative
assessments had affected their own interactions with or attitudes toward
colleagues (see Figure 3). Teachers in the innovative elementary school
already share rich and frequent dialogues, hence they said there was no
improvement. Teachers and administrators in more typical school settings,
however, noted that they had increased their discussions of goals and methods

Moderate Neutral

Neutral -
negative

43%

Moderate
positive

29%

Moderate
positive

Strong

positive Strong

positive

Professionalism Collegiality

54%
Little or none

uite a bit
Q Somewhat

Interactions with colleagues

Figure 3. Impact of working on alternative assessment on educators' professionalism
and collegiality: survey responses to items on a 5-point scale where 5 = strong positive;
1=strong negative. Impact on interactions with colleagues: survey responses to items
on a 5-point scale where 5 = a great deal; 1 = not at all.
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with colleagues. We noticed in our observations of working groups that the
collegial dialogue about assessment was not always pleasant or fruitful and
that it often reflected frustration with trying to grasp new concepts and
resistance to taking on anything that required more work of classroom
teachers. Nonetheless, several educators made comments similar to one who
said "how enjoyable it was to work with a group of such bright, interested,
committed individuals.”

Effects onstudents. Over three-fourths of the survey respondents felt the
alternative assessments they tried had at least a moderately positive effect on
students' self-esteem (mean of 4.0), motivation (3.8), and learning (4.0) (see
Figure 4).

Neutral

Neutral

Strong
positive

64%
Moderate
positive

Strong
positive

64%
Moderate
positive

Self-Esteem Motivation

Neutral

82%
Moderate
positive

Learning

Figure 4. Perceived effects of alternative assessment on students.
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Teachers who used math journals in the elementary school noted various
effects on students. For example, one said that students wrote about problems
they had in math that they had not previously verbalized; hence, journals were
very helpful in diagnosing student skills. Another noted that her students (in
upper elementary grades) could see the value of reflection on what they were
learning. A third said that math journals helped her students understand the
concepts better and that "somehow they explore mathematics differently in
writing."

Teachers who used portfolios felt this alternative assessment technique
helped both students and teachers see and appreciate the progress that
students made in the class:

I found it an excellent way of assessing what they have done . . . It is an excellent
way of getting students to keep track of their work and mark their progress . . . Self-
evaluations on selected pieces get them thinking about their writing style . . . They

all wanted to keep their portfolios [at the end of the year].
Students were able to view work done throughout the semester and say WOW!

Although the portfolio requires more work, I am convinced it is an effective tool for

improvement as well as motivating superior work habits in writing.

Parents. Survey respondents did not see much effect on parents of the
alternative assessments they had tried, although one mentioned that parents
preferred the standardized measures they themselves had had in school. A
resource teacher made a comment suggesting that educators may not have
really had a chance to think about this potential area of impact:

Not at this point yet—we may have missed an important element here.

A teacher who had used math journals with her students said that they
were a valuable aid in parent-conferences by showing development and affect
all in one place. Another mentioned that journals provided parents with
evidence of student resourcefulness. Neither teacher noted how parents
responded.

Summary and Conclusions

As a precursor to examining the consequences of performance
assessments for students, teachers, and schools, this year's project explored

25



the barriers and facilitators to the implementation of performance
assessments encountered by educators in a variety of school settings. During
the past year we identified a diverse set of school contexts and student
populations in which to begin our work and collaborated with a number of
teachers, schools, and districts, all of whom are trying to implement
alternative assessments in math or social studies (e.g., journals, open-ended
guestions, essays, and portfolios).

Our assistance entailed professional development in alternative
assessment, including help with articulating student outcomes, developing
assessment tasks and criteria for judging student work, ensuring reliable
scoring and valid interpretation of the results. To collect data on the barriers
and facilitators to implementation as well as preliminary measures of effects,
we relied on a combination of surveys, interviews, and observations during the
workshops and meetings in our six study sites.

The key barriers to implementation of alternative assessments that we
observed included:

= afocus on learning activities rather than student outcomes;
= difficulties specifying criteria for judging student work;

= assessment anxiety;

= lack of time to learn, plan, practice, use, and reflect;

= need for training and ongoing support;

= reluctance to change;

= lack of a long-range implementation plan.

The factors which appeared to facilitate the implementation of new
assessments were:

= purposeful commitment to innovative assessment and instruction,;
= Dbeing part of a group;
= administrative support;

< sustained technical assistance.
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Although the performance assessments used by most sites in this study
were quite tentative and exploratory, some positive effects were suggested
during surveys, interviews, and examination of student comments in journals
and portfolios. For example, we noted that working on alternative assessment
led teachers to reflect more on their teaching practices, to consider the
alignment of instruction and assessment, to view assessment as something
positive that offers insights into how students think, and to see the importance
of assessing growth and development. In addition, working on performance
assessments led to increased professional dialogue around desired educational
goals and methods. Teachers reported that they thought the assessments had
some positive effects on students, such as increasing their understanding
through multiple modes of expressing knowledge. Educators in our study
were still in the preliminary stages of exploring and developing performance
assessments and most had not yet considered how using them might affect
parental support or involvement.

Our key observations are at once very fundamental and very frustrating.
Even quite modest implementation of alternative assessment takes a
tremendous amount of time and externally-provided professional development.
In addition, the kind of instruction that should support performance
assessments is sorely lacking. We have observed a great reluctance on the
part of teachers to articulate desired student outcomes and to embrace the
development of criteria and standards for assessment. Successful
development and use of alternative assessments by teachers, therefore,
requires a significant paradigm shift that cannot be sustained with just a few
inservice meetings. Even though we were working with professionals who
were very interested in new assessment and had begun some work on their
own in many cases, we found they needed substantial technical assistance—
sometimes more than they realized they needed and often more than we had
the time to provide.

Much existing professional development focuses on ‘"recipes" for
innovations and fails to provide relevant theoretical underpinning. Hence, for
example, when reform efforts exhort teachers to let students "discuss” math,
they sometimes shape classroom discussions towards a single correct answer
without realizing that this is contrary to the intent of the reform.
Unfortunately, most of the practitioners with whom we have worked seem to
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feel inundated with work and feel it is a luxury to spend time thinking about
how they teach. Many want recipes rather than ideas because they don't have
(or want to make) the time to think about them. They want innovations "made
easy and simple, not elaborate and time-consuming."

As Moon (1992) and Aschbacher (1992) have both noted, the shift to
performance assessments requires a deeper level of conceptual involvement
and intense reflection not only on the part of students but also of teachers and
other educators. Teachers are also being asked to engage with students in new
ways (such as monitoring small group work, conferencing with students over
portfolios, coaching performances in simulations) and to assume more
authority for evaluation than previously, but with little assistance or practice
in designing and using new instructional and assessment strategies. In an
environment that has typically rewarded swift, tidy work, many teachers, like
their own students, require much reassurance that they have permission to
take time to ponder and discuss new concepts, participate in a "grungy"
process, as one teacher put it, and make mistakes along the way. Even with
such reassurance, however, many teachers are reluctant to lower their
tenuous comfort zone—by risking the loss of what little control, respect,
motivation to learn, and academic success that they are able to command
among students in the current school environment.

Underlying most teachers' reluctance to change seems to be a vague
feeling that implementing alternative assessments is not just a small
undertaking, but a significant and comprehensive reform of schooling. They
are right. The call for new assessments to be integrated with instruction
implies a dynamic conceptual shift for many teachers and administrators,
most of whom do not have strong backgrounds in current theories of learning
and instruction, curriculum development, or assessment. Teachers'
reluctance to change is also a reflection of the organizational practices in
schools that work against teaching and evaluating students' deep conceptual
understanding (Moon, 1992). Regardless of whether teachers can articulate
their reasons for resisting change, they nonetheless sense the tremendous
magnitude of what looms ahead.

The fact that teachers and administrators in our study tended to see
preliminary positive effects of alternative assessments on students is
promising, not only for the sake of students, but for sustaining educators'
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efforts throughout a difficult and complex period of change. According to
several teachers in this study and several researchers (Bryk, 1988; Stern &
Keislar, 1977), teachers are motivated by student performance and
engagement and are burned out by not reaching students effectively. If
innovations like performance assessment and appropriate, supportive
instruction provide strong positive effects for students that educators and the
public can readily see, teachers will be more likely to value and embrace such
assessment as a lifelong addition to their teaching repertoire, and assessment
will have begun to fulfill its promise as a potent tool for school reform.
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Name School Subject Gr

Humanitas Portfolio Project
Teacher Survey
Spring 1992

1. What were the main advantages of keeping portfolios?

2. What were the disadvantages or problems?

3. What did the portfolio process reveal to you about the following?

a) your students

b) your teaching

c) assessing students

d) other

4. Did you grade the overall portfolio? Please explain why/why not:

5. What would you tell another teacher who was considering using portfolios?

6. If you used portfolios again, what would you do differently?

Many thanks for participating in our project this year. We sincerely
appreciate your efforts and those of your students!
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Implementation and Impact of Alternative Assessments
Spring 1992

For our research at CRESST/UCLA, please help us document
some implementation issues and the consequences of using
alternative assessments for students, teachers, and schools.
Many thanks.

A. Background

PponE

o

w NoED

Your Name:

School:

District:

Position: (teacher, principal, etc.)

What training or experience have you had in assessment prior to this year?

. Nature of alternative assessment(s) you have been working on this year:

Grade level(s):
Subject area(s):

General areas of student outcomes targeted:

. Results of these alternative assessments would be used primarily by:

[ ] teachers [ ] school [ ] district office [ ]other
Were the results of any alternative assessments communicated to parents in
your school/district this year? [] Yes [] No If yes, how did they respond?
How often were these assessments piloted or used this past year?

To what extent was alternative assessment a priority in your school/district
this year?

Very hi priority Important Somewhat Slightly Barely interested

8.

5 4 3 2 1

Approximately what proportion of your job time did you spend working on
alternative assessments this past academic year? (including planning,
developing, administering, scoring, etc.)
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C. Effects of Implementation

1. Some people feel that alternative assessment calls for a new approach to
instruction and curriculum as well as assessment. To what extent did you
find this to be so? (circle one)

Not at all Very little Somewhat Quiteabit  Agreatdeal
(Instruction) 1 2 3 4 5
(Curriculum) 1 2 3 4 5

2. Please describe what changes to curriculum and/or instruction seemed
called for (if any).

3. Were these changes to curriculum and/or instruction implemented?
[ JYes [ INo What factors helped or hindered you?

4. What help, if any, did you need in making changes in curriculum/
instruction?

5. How much support did you receive for changes in curriculum, instruction
and/or alternative assessment?

A great Some- Almost
In these areas: deal  Quiteabit  what Slight none

a. access to materials 5 4 3 2 1

b. technical assistance or 5 4 3 2 1
training

c. encouragement from 5 4 3 2 1
teachers

d. encouragement from 5 4 3 2 1
principal

e. encouragement from 5 4 3 2 1
district
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6. How and to what extent has working on alternative assessments changed
your thinking about the following? Please rate the degree of change (1-5 scale:
1 = not at all, 3 = somewhat, 5 = a great deal) and describe what changed:

Extent of
change
Area of change (circleone) | Describe change that occurred
your teaching or administrative | 54321
practices
your own assessment practices 54321
54321

your interactions with colleagues

your attitudes toward colleagues | 54321
your attitudes toward students 54321
your expectations for student 54321
learning and performance
your attitude toward assessment | 54321
in general
your attitude toward alternative 54321
assessments

7. What new understandings or insights (if any) do you have as a result of
thinking about and working on alternative assessments this year?
Describe. (e.g., your strengths/weaknesses as a teacher or administrator,
your philosophy of education, the value of assessment, etc.)

8. What effects have you seen as a result of the alternative assessments you

have tried?
Strong Moderate Balanced Moderate Strong
Effects positive positive  or neutral negative negative
a. students' self esteem 5 4 3 2 1
b. students' motivation 5 4 3 2 1
c. students' learning 5 4 3 2 1
d. teachers' professionalism 5 4 3 2 1
e. teachers' collegiality 5 4 3 2 1
f. school goals 5 4 3 2 1
g. parents' expectations for 5 4 3 2 1
teachers, the school
h. parents' expectations for 5 4 3 2 1
students
I. parent involvement in 5 4 3 2 1
school

J. other important effects you've noted:
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9. Are you interested in participating in further use or development of
alternative assessments for your class, school, or district?

Very Moderately Somewhat Slightly
interested interested interested interested Not interested
5 4 3 2 1

Please explain why or why not.

10. Based on your experience, describe what you think other teachers and
administrators would need to develop and use effective alternative
assessments, and rate the importance of these (5 = very important, 3 =
moderately important, 1 = not very important; circle one)

Rate impor-
Needs Describe what's needed tance
a. materials 54321
b. training in curriculum 54321
development
c. training in new 54321
instructional methods
d. training in assessment 54321
e. follow-up, technical 54321
assistance
f. time to plan, develop, 54321
administer,
score/grade
g. administrative support 54321
h. other 54321

11. What were the important barriers and facilitators to your work on
alternative assessment this past year?

a. Barriers:

b. Facilitators:
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Name School Subject

Portfolio Project
Teachers' Debriefing Survey

1. What were the main strengths or advantages to using portfolios?

2. What were the weaknesses or disadvantages? Or, what went wrong?

3. What did the portfolio process reveal to you about:
a) your students' learning

b) the teaching/assessment process

c) yourself

d) individual students (e.g., something you might otherwise have
missed about a particular student)

4. Did you give grades to the portfolio contents ?
Did you grade the overall portfolio?
Please explain why/why not:

5. Would you be interested in using portfolios again next year?

6. If so, what would you change?

Many thanks for participating in our project this year. We sincerely
appreciate your efforts and those of your students!

(41)
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