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Assessing Assessments:

 Working Backwards to Pave a Path toward Success
Section I: Project Background, Guiding Questions, and Rationale

Too often teachers are surprised at the performance of their students on assessments. Having introduced, discussed, applied, and reviewed certain issues, topics, or ideas, one should feel confident in testing the students on the covered material. However, the scores earned on those summative assessments do not always reflect the understanding that the instructor thought his or her students had. In order to gain a better understanding of the feedback that certain types of summative activities offer, my classroom based research focused on the performance of students on summative activities compared to the traditional summative assessment that tested the students on similar content.


During my research I hoped to be able to compare a few select individuals’ performances on a variety of summative activities and projects to the same individuals’ achievement on summative exams that tested them on similar content in order to gage the effectiveness of the summative projects and formative lessons in general. Did the summative activities offer accurate feedback as to how the students should have performed on the summative assessments?
 If a student earned high marks on the summative activity on powers of the president, then he or she should have earned a high score on the summative assessment, no? If there is a disconnect, an educator should retrace his or her steps and analyze what he or she could have done different in order to improve students’ learning. The fact that the same material is covered by both the activities/projects and the assessments suggest that there should not be a disjunction between the two outcomes. A disconnect can prompt the instructor to pinpoint the problem that the student is having, whether it be a study habit problem, test anxiety, or some other difficulty the student may be experiencing. In addition, there exists difficulty for a beginning teacher to fully understand if the summative (or even formative) assessments that he or she assigns complement the instruction and activities students had been exposed to previously in the unit. While that study could suffice as another CBR project in itself, my hopes are to investigate which types of summative activities offer the most accurate feedback concerning my students’ readiness for summative assessment. 

Section II: Current Research/Literature Review

The study of assessments is nothing new; however, much of the literature focuses on different areas of measuring students’ success. In Howard S. Bloom’s “Using Covariates to Improve Precision: Empirical Guidance for Studies That Randomize Schools to Measure the Impacts of Educational Interventions” (2005), he reports that formative pre-tests’ “precision-enhancing power of is substantial, even when the pre-test differs from the post-test.” In an earlier study, Merrill Meehan focuses her work, “Classroom Environment, Instructional Resources, and Teaching Differences in High-Performing Kentucky Schools with Achievement Gaps” (2003), on how classroom climate effects assessments. This study reports that, “teachers in minimum-gap schools,” schools with a medium gap of academic achievement between particular groups of students, “communicate high expectations to their students, conduct [formative] or [summative] assessments of their students, and also provide immediate and corrective feedback to students.” Although this study focuses on other variables, there can be a correlation found between formative and summative assessments. 
Furthermore, another study focused on students’ achievements on different formative and summative assessments in the field of science was conducted in 2002. Carlos Ayala’s study “On Science Achievement from the Perspective of Different Types of Tests: A Multidimensional Approach to Achievement Validation” reports that “the correlation patterns of student scores on items of like reasoning dimensions did not group as expected, and that student knowledge and experience seemed to suggest how a student solved a problem and not the problem alone.” Ayala’s finding is mirrored in my classroom based research. As will be discussed later, in attempting to figure out which types of summative projects could help prepare students for a summative assessment, I found that those activities which allowed for students to take ownership of the way they envision the content prepared them best for summative assessments.    
While this area of education has had a plethora of studies done on it, I feel as though my teaching will benefit from my research within my own classroom. The way I present information differs from how others do it, so different types of assessments may work for my students better than other types. This research project is geared toward finding the summative assessments that offer me the most accurate feedback concerning my students’ understanding of the material. A more in depth examination of how this classroom based research will affect my teaching will be discussed in the conclusion of this work.
Section III: Methods, Data sources, and Participants 
I decided that I would focus the efforts of my CBR concerning the assessing of assessments on my 4th period Government class. Small in size yet consisting of a wide range of achievement levels, I felt as though the class would present me with the most workable data for my purpose. Summative unit projects and activities combined with more traditional summative exams, which included multiple choice, fill-in-the-blank, and matching sections, served as the main source of data. By planning assignments that include the above activities, students would be in essence improving the skills needed to succeed on the tests. The types of activities the students were asked to perform on the summative activities covered the same material that the students would be tested on by means of the assessment tools used on the summative exams. For example, students were asked to construct models of the U.S. Judicial branch. They could choice any type of model they related the material to. After the completion of the project, the students were then tested on the same information on a more traditional summative assessment (in this case a multiple choice test).

Data Sources
My first unit, “Roots of American Government,” focused on characteristics of a state (territory, population, government, and sovereignty) and the founding of the Constitution. For the summative activity, I had students create their own state and describe each aspect of their state in a written statement. Students used magazines to cut out pictures that symbolized the aspects of their own state. A traditional summative exam followed the completion of the project.

The second unit focused on the activities and members of the legislative branch of government, specifically the process of how a bill becomes a law. For a summative project, students were instructed to produce a board game complete with instructions, game pieces and any other essential item needed to play the game. Requirements included having to explain the process of how a bill becomes a law by actually playing the game and using at least 20 vocabulary words from the sections of the text focused on the process in their written instruction. After the completion of this project the students took a summative exam over the material presented in the legislative branch unit. 

Next came a unit centered on the presidency. Students were instructed to research and compile articles that exhibited the powers and roles that the president has. As an added feature, students also found pictures that illustrated the power and roles the articles discussed. Like the other units, the project acted as a review for the summative exam that followed. 

At the heart of the last unit rested the judicial branch and its many courts. The project that the students took on this time consisted of their having to think of an object with many different parts, say for instance a bicycle. The entire bicycle represented the judicial branch and its courts, but each part (a wheel, the seat, a reflector, a pedal) stood for a certain type of court within the judicial system. In the construction of these models, facts of each of the courts had to be written onto the part that represented that specific court. Kim’s example is shown below. She chose a dance bag to represent the entire judicial system while the characteristics of the courts that compose the system are represented by items that would be contained in a dance bag. Facts about the individual courts were then written on the corresponding item. Just as with previous units, a summative exam was taken by the students following the activity.
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As one can tell from the structure of my research, the summative activities and projects served as a review for the upcoming, more traditional summative assessment. 

Participants

While my entire fourth period government class participated in this study, I chose three students as case studies, two girls and one male. I was told by other teachers that each of these students were in the low to middle achievement level area. Other than that information, I was blind going into my study due to the lack of opportunity to observe my classes because of a conflict in scheduling. I felt that students near the middle range of the achievement level may be able to give me the most accurate feedback of how effective the summative activities were preparing these students for the summative assessment. Furthermore, students who have habitually received average grades would enable me to observe an increase or decrease in their performance. Had I chosen students at the two extremes of the achievement scale my results may not have showed any sign of change. In fact, one student who I focused on as a case study turned out to be a higher achiever than I had been told. Her results as will be discussed do not offer me as much explanation as the other average achieving students.

My three case studies will from this point on be known as “Amy,” “Todd,” and “Kim.”  Amy and the male, Todd, had a lower level of writing abilities then the other female, Kim. Todd had an individual education plan, but the modifications were minor compared to other students in this and other classes. He was allowed to use the special services resource room for tests and writing assignments, but he rarely ever utilized this option. All three participants were white, eighteen-year-olds in their senior year at North Montgomery High School. Amy is the second of four children in a religious family while Todd is athletic and helps take care of the turkeys on his family’s farm. Kim is the eldest of three daughters in what seems to be, like Amy’s family, a very religion oriented family. All three participants come from middle-class families and are a fair representation of what many teachers and administrators agreed would be labeled the “typical” student found at NMHS. Now that the date sources and participants of my research have been introduced, an analysis of the students’ work is warranted.
Section IV: Data Management and Analysis

Collection of the data for my research was not a major concern, at least not at first. Problems did arise, however, when Amy began to frequently miss class. In all, Amy missed two of the eleven weeks that I had allotted for my research project. Her habitual absences obviously had some effect on her learning experience in my class, but her results still served as valuable evidence in my findings. 
Both the management and analysis of the data sources were based on performances on activities, projects, and assessments with a set rubric and very little room for teacher interpretation. It is my hope that this fact allowed for my biases, had I developed any, to be lessened.
 Because I provided clear, direct rubrics for activities and provided tests that did not include essay sections, students’ performances were easily measured by how well they fulfilled the requirements of the project or their answers on the test. While my assessments did ask students for short answers, I did not require them to write full paragraphs. Had I needed to assess essays, my unknown biases or personal interpretation may have altered students’ outcomes in a fashion that distorted any conclusions I may have reached. Speaking of outcomes, the results of my research follows.
Section V: Conclusion and Findings

After analyzing Kim’s, Todd’s, and Amy’s performances on both the summative projects/activities and the summative assessments, I found that summative projects that offer students the freedom to conceptualize content in a manner that is natural to their own unique learning style allows for the best type of preparation for a summative assessment. Furthermore, when the summative activities let students relate content to their own personal preferences, experiences, and learning techniques students performance improves on the traditional summative exam.
 


Understandably, these finding may seem obvious; yet, by observing students’ improvement, an educator is able to better understand how that child learns. Then the teacher can offer similar types of activities to that student in order to create a classroom that in favorable to effective teaching. A closer look at how the research aided in effective teaching and learning can be seen via the performances of the students on each of the activities and assessments.

Kim’s Results:
· Roots of Government Activity ( 15 of 15 

· Roots of Government Test ( 44 of 45 

· Congress Activity ( 50 of 50 

· Congress Test ( 43 of 45

· Presidential Powers Activity ( 15 of 15

· Presidential Powers Pop Quiz ( 5 of 5

· President Test ( 24 of 25

· Judicial Model ( 30 of 30

· Judicial Quiz ( 14 of 13

Kim’s results verify that a high achieving student continues to prosper when allowed to take ownership of how he or she reviews and makes meaning of the content presented from the previous lessons. I was told that Kim was a middle-range, average achiever in class, but this was not how she performed in my class. However, not wanting to change my participants half way through my research, I felt that having a strong student may still prove to be a valuable evidence for my findings. As one can see Kim’s grades were consistently high. She was a motivated student who put forth an immense amount of effort into her summative projects and activities. In the making of her own state she chose pictures that made sense to her in order to represent characteristics each state has. Her president’s powers activity was based on articles that she researched herself on her own time. In doing so, she took ownership of her learning the content. Lastly, Kim’s aforementioned judicial branch project (the dance bag) and her performance on the judicial system unit’s summative assessment shows how her personal preferences and experience help her relate to the content.

· Roots of Government Test ( 98%

· Congress Test ( 96%

· President Test ( 96%

· Judicial Quiz ( 100%+

Kim’s scores on the summative assessments serve as a strong indicator that the summative projects and activities that enabled her to take ownership of learning the content in a fashion natural to her prepared her well for assessment.

Todd’s Results:
· Roots of Government Activity ( 14 of 15 

· Roots of Government Test ( 23 of 45 

· Congress Activity ( 44 of 50 

· Congress Test ( 38 of 45

· Presidential Powers Activity ( 13 of 15

· Presidential Powers Pop Quiz ( 3 of 5

· President Test ( 18 of 25

· Judicial Model ( 26 of 30

· Judicial Quiz ( 14 of 13


Todd’s results are even more telling than those of Kim. Notice the jump that Todd made from his first test to his second, over a 30 percentage point increase. So, why did this success occur? One reason may rest in the fashion of the summative activities that led up to his assessment. While Todd did receive a high mark on his first project, the type of project may not have worked for him concerning relating to the content. Remember, the “Roots of Government” project asked students to create their own state with pictures. This activity did not seem to prepare Todd for assessment as well as the legislative branch activity did. Again, this assignment called for the creation of a game that describes the process of how a bill becomes a law. Having spoken with Todd, I know of his video gaming hobby. Once again, a relation between personal interest and experience seems to enhance the learning process and therefore the performance on assessments.
· Roots of Government Test ( 51%

· Congress Test ( 84%

· President Test ( 72%

· Judicial Quiz ( 100%+

Unfortunately, Todd suffered a setback from the second to third assessment. As a student whose IEP (Individual Education Plan) identifies Todd’s difficulty with longer reading and writing assignments, the gaming activity was more properly suited for Todd’s learning preference compared to the presidential activity which included the researching of a number of lengthy articles. Again, projects that allow students to make sense of the content in a way that is familiar and natural to them seem to prepare them for summative assessments very well. Projects that do not allow this process to take place do not seem to help the student much if at all in preparation for the exam. 
Amy’s Results:
· Roots of Government Activity ( 11 of 15 

· Roots of Government Test ( 27 of 45 

· Congress Activity ( 30 of 50 

· Congress Test ( 28 of 45

· Presidential Powers Activity ( 14 of 15

· Presidential Powers Pop Quiz ( 3 of 5

· President Test ( 21 of 25

· Judicial Model ( ABSENT 

· Judicial Quiz ( 11 of 13

Lastly, Amy results differ from both Kim’s and Todd’s. It took Amy longer than the other two students to come across an activity that really allowed her to take ownership of how she related to the content. The information that the class discussed over the presidency came together for Amy in the project concerning the president’s roles and powers. Having to search through articles, relate the information to what we had discussed in class, and then find a picture to describe such roles and powers permitted Amy to relate to the content. Her consistent 60% scores from the first two assessments increased nearly 25 percentage points after completing the presidential power and role activity.


One small but awesome piece of evidence that shows Amy had related content she was exposed to concerning the presidential power to pardon an individual of a federal crime to a prior or personal experience can be observed from her written explanation of the photo she had selected to depict this particular power. Under a picture of two kids, both with their arms crossed and grumpy looks on their faces, she wrote, “These two kids just got into a fight over who has a better bike. After a while they will forgive one another just like the president can forgive, or pardon, an individual of a federal crime.” Not only did Amy relate the picture to a story, possibly a personal and prior experience she also nailed the question concerning the definition of a presidential pardon on the summative assessment.
· Roots of Government Test ( 60%

· Congress Test ( 62%

· President Test ( 84%

· Judicial Quiz ( 93% (no bonus)

Amy’s progress seems to have continued into the judicial system unit; however, I cannot be sure that it had anything to do with any form of project or activity because of her extended absence during the last week of my research. Nonetheless, Amy’s ability to take part in a project that afforded her the opportunity to relate to the content on a personal level seems to have positively influenced her performance on the summative assessment.
Section VI: Effects on Me, the Teacher


This may have seemed to be a bit of an elementary research project because my findings were logical and to many probably expected. Yet that does not alter the fact that this research was a valuable learning tool for me as a beginning teacher. However, I felt that it was important to attempt to understand how students chose to learn in terms of the types of projects and activities that fostered their learning the most. Some students choose to study, others do not. However, I believe there is value in attempting to understanding how a certain type of project or activity can reinforce (or not reinforce) a students’ grasping of content. When we as educators allow students to have majority rule over how they learn then the content automatically becomes more relevant to them. Connections between content and students’ prior knowledge and experiences bridge the gap from irrelevant information to meaningful knowledge.

Having experience with this type of information could potentially allow me to offer the appropriate summative projects to enhance a student’s performance on assessments in my future classrooms. One must look at the results at times in order to figure out a starting point. By conducting such types of research I may find that over an entire semester that I have 8-10 different types of projects or activities that allow each of my students the best opportunity to prepare for and achieve the highest level of success on my traditional summative assessments. Why not allow the student to choose which type of project or activity he or she wants to utilize in order to better understand the content of the unit? In the end, final summative assessments for an entire course may be formed in an alternate fashion. For example, imagine teachers giving students the choice of how they wish to illustrate how they understand the content from the course. Students in my class will ultimately be able to choose how they want to make the content we cover relevant to them. They then can partake in activities that reinforce their learning in a style that best suits the student for expressing his or her knowledge. In doing so, students will have had the opportunity to strengthen their performance on traditional summative assessments along the way. This is my ultimate goal for this classroom based research, so in all actuality I have just begun this quest; however, I need to start somewhere and work backwards in order to pave a path toward success.        
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� My original classroom based research project was supposed to focus on how accurately formative assessments (i.e. section quizzes) predicted a student’s performance on summative assessments. In other words, I had planned to give a great number of quizzes and other types of formative assessments in order to see if students’ achievement on those assignments showed a connection to their understanding of the same material on the summative assessment that they would take later in the unit. Due to time constraints and other unforeseen difficulties, my CBR morphed into an examination how more summative activities and how they affected students’ performance on the more traditional summative assessment.     


� While I agree with most other educators that biases cannot be eliminated totally, I wanted to make the most accurate measurement of students’ performance as possible. The nature of these assessments did not ask for an enormous amount of teacher interpretation. The point I wish to stress is that the nature of this kind of research did not require the kind of objectivity as other forms of research, specifically ones that included more student writings.  


� Note to reader: Some of the summative activities’ point values were non-negotiable with the host teacher of the class. For instance, the how a bill becomes a law game, which incorporated all the information we had discussed concerning the legislative branch, was worth 50 points. I would not have made this assignment worth that many points, however, the host teacher had previously assigned to activity. Therefore, the summative activities did at times (in the legislative and judicial branch units) outweigh the traditional assessments in point value. Having said that I still wanted to see how students’ achievements on the traditional assessments were affected by the different types of summative activities no matter their weigh in point value.  





