Gathering Information
aoout Children

bviously we cannot look into children’s he
directly what each of them knows and is a
Instead, we have only the things children say and do as indicatior
development and learning. So we assess those things. And we mu
them sufficiently to be confident that our picture of the children is

How much assessment information is sufficient will vary d
our purpose. To make an everyday classroom decision—the choic
lar book, for example—a teacher needs only a general idea of “wh
are.” She can change direction easily if the book she chooses is ovi
children’s heads.

By contrast, to make an important decision about children .
education, we should assess using multiple measitres—meaning th:
tion should be gathered from different sources, at different times,
settings or contexts, using different recording methods. Our basic
assessment captures that need: “ Assessment is the process of gath
tion about children from several forms of evidence, then organizing amn
that information.”

This step (sometimes called documenting) of systematically
information about what children say and do has two parts. The fis
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choosing a method or approach in order to find out. The second is choosing a
format or method or tool to make a record of what we find.,

Find out

There are five basic ways of gathering information about children to document
their development and learning. A full discussion of each way is beyond the
scope of this booklet. Each has advantages and challenges; each is suited to
some purposes and not others; each has its own tools, proponents, and critics.
For more information about them, the FOR MORE INFORMATION section points to
some excellent sources,

Assessment that combines the first three ways—observing systemali-
cally, studying work products, and eliciting responses—is the most widely
used and accepted approach for determining what young children know and
can do.

Observe children systematically

This kind of observation is not the same as the casual kind that we
might do watching children at play in the park.

To observe systematically, we watch and listen attentively as children
work, play, and live together. We note their facial expressions, tone of voice,
what they say and how they say it, how they move, and how they go about
completing tasks and whether they complete them. We observe children alone;
we observe them as members of a group. We observe them in spontaneous
activities and in tasks or situations we have arranged.

As observers, we cannot take in everything, so we focus: on certain
children, certain situations, or certain aspects of a child’s development and
learning, depending on what we need to find out. At the same time, our lens
must be transparent. We must describe exactly what a child says or does, not
jump to conclusions about what we think it might mean. “Kimberly hit Stevie
when he reached for her blocks” is an observation; “Kimberly is really aggres-
sive” is not.
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Study children’s work products

During the course of a day, children produce drawings, pair
writings, computer printouts, graphs, field notes (in science), cons
dramatizations, oral presentations. We call all of these rich sources

tion children’s work products. They reveal a chil
vidual “style” and development as they give viv

- work product—A tangible item of what a child knows and can do. Children’s we
fromchildren’s work and play that can document individual as well as group exper
gives evidence of their learning or Two big pluses for busy teachers are that-
developme_nt. : ' ucts can be put aside to be studied later, away fr.

bustle of the classroom, and they can be saved a
children’s learning,.

Elicit responses from children

We get clues to children’s development and learning when
children questions, make requests, give directions, lead discussion
tasks, set up equipment in a particular way, provide particular ma
conduct short conferences and interviews. First and second grade
be able to use short written assignments and tests.

How we frame our interaction with the child or the child’s
with materials determines what type of response we will get. Our ai

We elicit a selected response when we
have children choose from among a
limited range of options. For example,
we might ask a child to “point to the
red box” when we show him a red, a
yellow, and a blue box.

We elicit a constructed response
when we have children recall, com-

Think Before You Ask—Selected vs. Constructed Responses

bine, and apply their knowledge and
skills in a response they build from
scratch. For example, we might ask the
child to name all the things she knows
that are red. Often a constructed re-
sponse generates richer, more complex
information for interpretation.
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always be to get children to respond in ways that both advance their learning
and help us find out what the children have and have not learned. This aim is a
fundamental element of authentic performance assessment.

Note how children respond to your assistance during instruction

Sometimes important assessment information is revealed as we are
teaching. Keep track of your hints, prompts, and helps that assisted particular
children to learn. For example, during a first grade journal writing activity, the
teacher found that some children needed only an alphabet chart to start writ-
ing; others needed to look at the “word wall”; still others needed help brain-
storming ideas.

Seek information from other adults

Insight from family members, fellow teachers, assistants, specialists, and
support staff can enlarge and deepen our understanding of the children we
work with. Ask for their perspectives. Look in the child’s file.

Parents and other family members have known their child fonger and
more intimately than anyone eise, and they may see aspects of that child not
revealed at school. In addition, famity members are our primary window into a
child’s home culture and any home-school differences. Fellow teachers and
classroom assistants who work with the children in our group may have
experiences and insights to add, as will speech and language specialists or
others who work with specific children individually.

Make a record

The second part of documenting is making a record of what . docu ment ation—A recor d ma de
we find. We make records for several reasons. No teacher can . of ovidence of what a hild or
remember everything she might like to about even one child, ‘group of children have done or
let alone 15 or more children. Records remind us as we plan, :'-accomptrshed L
report to parents, confer with children, or collaborate with '

colleagues. When someone asks, “How do you know that?” or “What

evidence do you have?” we should be able to turn to our documentation.
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Often teachers devise their own ways of recording, such as cre
form or checklist tailored to their unique needs. Sometimes ready-to-
materials are available; for example, in state, district, and commercia]
ment guides.

Most ways of recording that teachers typically use fit into one
types: records that describe, those that count/ tally, those that rate/ra
those that are made by the children themselves. Each type of record h

tages and disadvantages that may or may not make it a good choice f
assessment purpose.

Records that describe

Narrative records are descriptions of a child, situation, or event
written by you or other adults in your classroom. They will vary in ley
in amount of detail. One common type is an anecdotal record, in whict
teacher records a short description of an incident involving one or sev
children, Here are two examples of anecdotal records:

1/22/03—Anjoulie came to school before everyone else. Announced,
came firster 'n everybody.” Went immediately to book area, picked oy
three new books, and sat on the floor to look at them.

3/13/03—Enlisting the aid of Josh and Omar, Dreshawn took charge (
returning all the blocks to their correct places on the shelves. Said, “W.
gonna do it ourselves.” When the other boys put blocks in the wrong

places, D. changed them. “No, they go here.” “No, this way.” Josh and
Omar left before finishing. D. put the rest of the blocks away by himse

Another narrative type is short jottings, or informative phrases t
add explanation to other kinds of records. For example, in the margin «
child’s work product or a participation chart, you might jot down:

Named each object in his drawing.

Siddeth watched. Did not join in.

Your diagrams, sketches, and photographs are “visual jottings” and
quick way to preserve important details that would otherwise require e
written descriptions. Properly annotated (with the child’s name, date, s
or context of the work, comments about its significance, and other rele
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information), such records are rich source of evidence of child
and development. For example, a photograph of 4 complicated
made with cubes can demonstrate that child’s recognition of ap,

’ 'y

tions, reading aloud, and oral reporting (e.g., telling about theiy iy
of a science project) all lend themselves to thege kinds of records. *
tape, focus on that element of the children’s learning and develop;

important to preserve because too much Material can be overwhe]
transcribe or analyze later,

events. Children’s discussions, presentations, exhibits displays, ¢

Records that coynt or tally
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Looking at the Children as a Group
Teachers plan for individual children, group—that is, what the most knowl-
but they also plan for the class as a edgeable and the least knowledgeable
whole. What experiences would be children know, what the most and
most beneficial in the coming weeks least proficient can do.
and months? What changes in the The checklist shown in Figure 3 is
environment should be made? To help  an example of such a record. Participa-
address such questions, recording tion charts can also be constructed to
methods that show where the entire record evidence about a whole group.
group of children stands in relation to Often such assessments reveal
a particular goal or developmental groupings or clusters of children who
accomplishment are efficient. They could benefit from similar activities
give you a class profile that shows the  targeting their shared needs. Records
range of knowledge and skills in the that profile all the children are very

useful in curriculum planning.

quality of a child’s participation. For example, the length of time a child stays
focused on an activity provides evidence of her self-regulation and ability to
focus attention—skills underlying learning. Charts also can be designed to be
filled in by the children themselves. See Figure 4 for a participation chart.

Teachers can use participation charts to study their own behavior, too.
Collect the information yourself, or perhaps ask another adult to observe you
in action. For example, does the evidence show that you tend to spend dispro-
portionate time with some children or in some areas of the room?

In a frequency count, you make a tally mark each time a behavior occurs,
documenting the number of occurrences over a defined period. For example, a
teacher seeking to foster a rather nonverbal child’s language development and
use might begin by tallying his verbalizations in different classroom centers
and contexts to assess which situations are most likely to promote his expres-
sive language.

Basics of Assessment
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Records that rate or rank

These records document our judgments, conclusions, and evaluations of
what a child knows and can do by assigning a child’s performance a rank or
standing on a continuum. The contintum may be based on children’s typical
development or on a predetermined standard.

Records that rate or rank can document broad judgments or can focus
on fine distinctions in the quality of a child’s performance. They are often used
to document complex behavior such as writing or problem solving. Ratings
and rankings should be based on solid evidence, not our impressions or
opinions.

With a rating scale, we assign the child a rank or rating along a scale (see
Figure 5 for an example). In school most of us were graded on a rating scale of
A-F. Here are some other widely used rating scales:

Advanced, Proficient, Partially proficient, Needs development

Needs development, Developing, Mastered

Never, Sometimes, Usually, Always

A rubric or scoring guide provides clear criteria, rules, guidelines, or
descriptions by which the child’s performance is judged (see Figure 6 for an
example of a rubric). Frequently the rubric specifies the conditions under
which a child’s achievement is to be judged as acceptable—e.g., which or how
many criteria must be met or the quality of performance.

Records made by children

Children’s work products (e.g., their drawings, constructions, oral presen-
tations) are a type of record that children make themselves. Such records are
made more meaningful when they include the children’s oral comments about
their work and your brief description of the context in which the work prod-
ucts were produced.

The same work product can document more than one aspect of a child’s
development and learning. For example, a kindergartener’s journal entry can
be used to document the child’s developing knowledge of print as well as her
interests.
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Choose a procedvure

Sometimes the kind of assessment to use is mandated. Sometimes we have
more flexibility to create or choose our own, and matching procedure to
purpose is always fundamental. Determining the appropriate assessment to
use involves some careful thought. Here are some considerations to keep in
mind.

What is being assessed? A specific behavior or understanding—for
example, walking a 6-inch balance beam or identifying letters by name—is
discrete enough to record on a checklist. Broad outcome areas—for example,
language development, self-regulation, cooperation, and attitudes toward
reading or mathematics—call for a more descriptive method (a narrative, for
example) or a method that captures the behavior’s complexity (maybe a
rubric).

How much detail is needed? Some methods capture rich, detailed informa-
tion, and others do not. To document children’s progress in understanding
story structure, for example, a teacher can gather and examine each child’s
dictated stories and writing samples, and so on.

What is practical? Some records require a lot of classroom time and attention,
and teachers’ time is finite. Checklists, participation charts, frequency counts,
and short anecdotal records, as well as collecting children’s work products,
are easily worked into classroom routines and can provide much useful
information.

Do you need information on one child or on the group? Some ways of record-
ing information—group checklists and participation charts, for example—can
display an entire group’s standing in relation to a desired result. This perspec-
tive enables a teacher to think about how to help the entire group advance their
learning.

Are you monitoring progress over time? If you want to compare a child’s
behavior over time, use the same type of record and capture the same level of
detail each time you assess, so your assessments are comparable. In addition,
the way you collect information and the context used should be similar.

Basics of Assessnent
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What is your assessment experience and understanding at this time? Begin-
ning teachers should give themselves time and opportunity to learn by using
simple recording techniques at first. Teachers experienced in assessment and in
classroom management may be ready to use more demanding recording
schemes.
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Figure 2. Goncept map

Developed during a discussion between a (“marker,” “We leaf”) were clearly off the mark,
group of 3- and 4-year-olds and their teacher, alerting the teacher to a possible concern with that
this concept map shows the children’s under- child’s language and conceptual ability.
standings about “school.” Fewer children responded to how they feel at
Most of these preschoolers readily gave school and what they are learning. If expanding
accurate responses—some in sentences—to children’s understanding of and ability to talk
what they do and who they see in school. They about those more abstract topics is a goal, this
recognized and responded to all the categories quick assessment indicates that the children may
being considered. One child’s responses need more help.
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Figure 4. Participation chart for a small group discussion
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Figure 5. Rating scale
Children are rated on their retelling of a story, as evidence of their skills and
understandings in 12 literacy-related areas.

Low Moderale High
Retelling None Degrec Degree Degree
1. Includes information directly stated in ; ¥ | -] !
lext. :
2. Inwludes inlormation inferred directly — i X 1: ;
or indirectly from the text.
3. Includes what is imporianl to - ! I S —
remember from the lext.
4. Provides relevant conlent and | | b J
cancepts.,
5. Indicaies reader’s attempt lo connect | * | -
background knowledge ta text :
information.
6. Indicales reader’s atlempl Lo make | | # | ;;"
summary stalemenls or generalizations :
based on text that can be applied io :
the reul world,
7. Indicales highly individualistic and F— | X — ;

credlive impressions of or reactions to
the text, *
8. Indicates the reader’s affective - b | | :
involvement with the text. ;
9. Demonstrates appropriale nse of
language {(vocahulary, sentence
structure, language convenlions). i
10. Indicates reader’s abilily to organize or
compaose the retelling,
11, Demonstrales the reader’s sense of f—
audience or purpose.
12. Indicates the reader’s coniro) of the - Ix |
mechanics of speaking or writing,

T
k3

T
4

From Morrow, L. 1988. Retelling stories as a diagnostic tool. In 5.M. Glazer, L.W. Searfoss, & L.M. _Genﬁle, e<_is._, L
Reexamining Reading Diagnosis: New Trends and Procedures, 128-49. Newark, DE: International Reading Association. i
Reprinted with permission of Lesley M. Morrow and the International Reading Association. All rights reserved.

Basics of Assessment 49




Figure 6. A rubric for scoring “Expresses Ideas Clearly”

- ]

A, Expresses ideas clearly

4 Clearly and effectively communicates the main idea or theme and
provides support that contains rich, vivid, and powerful detail.

3 Clearly communicates the main idea or theme and provides
suitable support and detail.

5  Communicates important information but not a clear theme or
overall structure.

1 Communicates information as isolated pieces in a random fashion.

Reprinted from R.J. Marzano, D. Pickering, & J. McTighe, Assessing Student Oufcomes: Performance Assessment
Using the Dimensions of Learning Medel. Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Develop-
ment, 1993, 85. Copyright © 1993 McREL. Reprinted by permission.
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