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 •   E D I T O R ’ S  N O T E B O O K   •

constantly assessing, we are also 
constantly assessing our approach to 
assessment. Because we’re obsessed 
with doing the very best for our 
students, we want to ensure we’re 
assessing the best way possible, so 
we’re understanding as much as we 
can about student learning without 
allowing the very act of assessing 
to get in the way of our true, 
overarching purpose—teaching 
Alberta’s children.

As president Mark Ramsankar 
points out in his column 
“Assessment: What Do You Think 
It Means?” (see page 39), assessment 
can seem so simple, yet it is actually 
very complex. This complexity is 
evident throughout this magazine’s 
pages, which tackle topics such as 
big data versus small data, formative 
assessment, assessment capability, 
datafication and assessment for 
learning. 

All these branches of thought stem 
from one central certainty: within 
the education sector, and society in 

Given that this is my last 
Editor’s Notebook for 
2016/17, I was initially 

tempted to “phone it in,” as some 
crusty editors describe it when a 
writer puts minimal effort into a 
piece. Two things stopped me from 
lapsing into laziness as I summarize 
this issue of the ATA Magazine, which 
is focused on assessment. First of all, 
there’s no “phoning in”—ever—here 
at the ATA Magazine. Also, given 
that our readership is comprised 
mainly of teachers, I knew that my 
work would be assessed and, if it 
was found wanting, I would get a 
detailed “report card” outlining its 
shortcomings. So here I am, spilling 
blood, sweat and tears onto my 
keyboard in the hope of pleasing my 
“teachers” and “passing the test.”

Which brings me to one of the main 
threads you’ll find woven throughout 
this issue: assessment is a natural part 
of what teachers do, and teachers are 
best positioned and qualified to do it. 

And not only are we teachers 

general, there are divergent opinions 
on what assessment is for and how 
it should be done. Is assessment for 
Ms. Smith to judge how Suzie is 
coming along in her reading? Is it 
for the education minister to judge 
how our system stacks up against 
Singapore’s? Can it be both? 

Clearly, this is a complex issue, but 
when you get right down to it, the 
whole idea is to do a better job of 
assessing what matters most and 
spend less energy on the stuff that 
matters less. 

This is the idea that the Alberta 
Teachers’ Association has been 
advancing for generations. At the 
core of the Association’s advocacy 
is a resolve to move beyond our 
outdated accountability model to 
a public assurance model. Such 
a model holds much promise in 
regard to refocusing our collective 
assessment energies, as it places 
more trust and control in the hands 
of those who possess the most 
expertise—teachers.

HEY TEACHER, ASSESS THIS!
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A quick perusal of Alberta school jurisdiction 
mission statements reveals a single-minded 
direction. Clearly the dominant goal is student 

learning and success. This is accomplished by working 
together to inspire every student towards excellence. 

But do we really believe that all students can succeed? 

As incredible as it might be to think that a jurisdiction 

mission statement could ever suggest that, by design, some 
students will fail, we need to introspectively consider if 
there is a bell curve lurking in the background of our 
collective consciousness. Are leaders worried that there 
are too many As in a teacher’s mark book? Are teachers 
worried that sharing criteria and expectations in advance 
will lead to significant gains in student performance? 
Do capable students and their parents wonder if 
second chances are really fair to students who “get it” 

SHERRY 
BENNETT

WALKING THE TALK OF 
STUDENT SUCCESS

Created at www.wordle.net, this wordle is formed from the most frequently occurring words in the mission statements of a sampling of Alberta school jurisdictions.
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the first time? Are leaders and teachers worried that 
school-awarded marks differ from marks on provincial 
examinations?

When grades become the currency by which students 
learn to value their accomplishments, or even worse, the 
standard by which they learn to value themselves, then we 
have a system that is poised to work against the very vision 
to which we aspire.

Every spring, the latest school rankings are published 
based on the previous year’s provincial testing results. 
Judgments are made about the quality of education 
being offered at a particular school based on the results 
of a single large-scale provincial measure. Recent media 
articles have reignited the debate over school-awarded 
versus provincial marks. These rankings easily draw the 
public to the conclusion that the only assessments that can 
be trusted are those that are external to the classroom. 

AND THEN THERE’S FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT
The topic of formative assessment, or assessment for 
learning, has been at the forefront of educational discourse 
since Paul Black and Dylan Wiliam released their seminal 
1998 meta-analysis entitled Inside the Black Box. 

Formative assessment has been shown to significantly 
improve student learning. At its heart, formative 
assessment is about feedback, essentially, communication 
in real time between teachers and students. Formative 
assessment provides information to help teachers adjust 
instruction and provides information to students to 
help them improve their performance. It has less to do 
with recording evidence, and more to do with how the 
evidence gathered is used by both teachers and students 
to further student learning. 

Researchers over the past two decades have discovered 
that when the principles of formative assessment are 
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consistently applied in classrooms, the learning of all 
students improves, and the greatest gains are observed 
in those who are typically described as low achievers. In 
other words, formative assessment is designed to help all 
students learn. 

Our collective mission statements, as represented in the 
wordle displayed at the beginning of this article, clearly 
show that our work is more closely aligned with the 
principles of formative assessment than with the “mighty” 
bell curve. In the words of Dylan Wiliam (2017), “Our 
job as teachers is to destroy the bell curve.”

BUT WHAT ABOUT ASSURANCE? 
Dylan Wiliam led a discussion about reliability and 
measurement error at an Alberta Assessment Consortium 
(AAC) event in February 2015. He pointed out that 
measurement error is present in all assessments. As 
such, it’s important to remember that a percentage score 
should not be considered as an absolute, as there can be 
a variation of plus or minus several percentage points 
on both teacher assessments as well as on large-scale 
assessments.

William summed up by stating the following:

…we can deal with [reliability] with integrity, and with 
honesty, and actually move the debate forward to a 
much more positive place by getting parents not to over-
interpret scores … All this is very powerful for creating 
an informed citizenry that uses test results in a more 
responsible way. 

When errors of measurement are taken into consideration for 
both teacher and provincial assessments, perhaps the debate 
over a difference between school awarded and provincial 
awarded marks doesn’t need to be a debate after all, but 
rather a conversation. 

CLARIFYING THE ASSESSMENT PURPOSE
The root of the dilemma lies in the various purposes for 
assessment. The purpose of formative assessment is to help all 
students learn. The purpose of large-scale assessment, in its 
current configuration, is to perform a public accountability 
function. Whether intentional or not, there is also a selection 
and sorting function at play. 

It’s difficult to argue about the robustness of large-scale 
provincial exams. Items are field tested and go through rigorous 
screening processes to ensure high levels of reliability of the 
exams. Classroom teachers are involved in developing and field 
testing items, as well as in marking student written responses. 

However, by their design, large-scale provincial exams 
measure only a portion of the mandated curriculum. This 
can lead to the unintended consequence of narrowing the 
curriculum, as teachers feel pressure to help students improve 
their scores on provincial assessments. These exams are 
based predominantly on a multiple-choice format, with few 
opportunities for extended written response. Again, many 
teachers feel pressured to mirror the provincial assessment 
format as they design their classroom assessment program.

Provincial exams involve equating, which helps to ensure that 
the difficulty level of the exams remains constant from one 
administration to the next. While intended to be beneficial 
to various cohorts of students, this feature can also have the 
unintentional but detrimental effect of negating actual gains 
in student learning. Consider the possibility that improved 
teacher learning, in regard to both the subject area as well 
as with assessment practice, could lead to improved student 
learning. How might clear improvement in student learning 
be captured within a provincial assessment structure that 
strives to maintain student results within a certain range?

MOVING FORWARD
What is needed is an open dialogue among stakeholders, 
including the public, about what various assessments can and 
cannot do. Anne Davies (2011) described it in the following way.

These [large-scale] assessments are designed to 
determine what students know, can do and can articulate 
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in relation to what is to be learned. They do not collect 
enough information to give a valid and complete picture 
of everything students know and are able to do at any 
point in time, in relation to all the standards or learning 
outcomes they are to learn. Large-scale assessments can 
only provide a snapshot of some of the learning. They are 
better designed to describe what groups of students are 
able to do.

Classroom assessment is quite different. Teachers and 
students collect a large amount of evidence over time from 
multiple sources. It is designed to account for all that is 
to be learned by individuals—student by student. When 
done well, classroom assessment is better able to give a 
more valid and reliable accounting of a student’s learning 
(Davies 2011, p. 51).

In its original design within a sampling approach, provincial 
testing had the potential to provide feedback to the system as 
a whole. However, over the years, provincial assessments have 

become universal in their administration, providing a profile of 
individual student achievement at targeted grade levels. Access 
to provincial testing data by third-party organizations has 
led to the potential misuse of data, thereby undermining the 
education system as a whole.

With forthcoming changes to provincial curriculum, it is 
essential that a new vision for public assurance be developed 
that’s consistent with the corresponding vision for new 
provincial curriculum development. We cannot design a 
curriculum to fit our existing model of large-scale testing. We 
must design an effective assessment system that supports student 
growth and that provides evidence of what we value most.

ENHANCING CAPACITY
Is there a need to enhance classroom assessment capacity? 
Absolutely. 

Black and Wiliam (1998) determined that everyday classroom 
assessment practices had shortcomings, and Wiliam and Leahy 
(2014) maintain this is still true. Given this reality, it seems that 
classroom assessment practices could be enhanced through a 
focused approach to quality professional learning. But we need 
to be really clear that enhanced classroom assessment capacity 
is not achieved as a result of large-scale testing. 

The time is long past for a courageous conversation about 
public assurance. It’s time to think about what we really want 
to achieve through large-scale assessment, and to consider 
how some of the time, energy and resources—both human 

and financial—that are currently allocated for large-scale 
assessment might be redirected to enhance classroom 
assessment capacity. 

Formative assessment has been shown to improve student 
learning. Isn’t it time to leverage that kind of robust research to 
enhance learning for Alberta students?
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New Zealand has developed a standards-based approach 
to curriculum and “high stakes” assessment (i.e. 
assessment for accountability purposes) at both primary 

and secondary school levels. There are many challenges when 
implementing standards-based approaches, and some of 
these have proved tricky. One really big challenge concerns 
ways to incorporate teachers’ professional  judgments of their 
students’ learning progress into systemwide processes that make 
fair comparisons between classes and schools, based on rich 
learning tasks that are necessarily different in their contextual 
and conceptual specifics. Nested within this challenge is an 
even trickier one. How often do we draw on insights and 
evidence of learning generated by students themselves? Doing 
this is especially important as we open up the scope of learning 
targets. For example, these might include making  judgments 
about students’ dispositions as part of their competency 
development, or a metacognitive focus on “learning to learn.” 
Students’ thinking and motivations are essentially private. Most 
teachers learn the hard way that it can be dangerous to make 
inferences about what is really going on based on observed 
behaviour alone. It pays to check! This article explores this 
challenge, drawing on an idea that I think has yet to realise its 
potential in a “21st century” curriculum that includes aspects 
such as key competencies. 

DIRECTIONS FOR ASSESSMENT
Almost a decade ago I was part of a small working group 
commissioned to write some advice about the directions 
New Zealand’s national assessment policy should take. After 
a series of very intensive working meetings we produced a 
report called Directions for Assessment in New Zealand (the DANZ 
report for short).1 The central idea of that report was that our 

whole education system should be geared towards helping 
every one of our students, no matter their age and abilities, 
to become more “assessment capable.” In what follows I 
explain what that idea means and then outline some things 
that would need to happen if the vision were to come true — 
for students, for teachers and for the system as a whole. 

WHAT STUDENTS NEED
The central premise of this paper is that young people 
should be educated in ways that support them to assume 
control of their own learning and they can only do 
this if they develop the capability to assess their own 
learning. …. Students need to participate as fully in 
assessment as in learning. What we aspire to for one, we 
should aspire to for the other (DANZ, p.18).

Students are in a better position to make decisions 
about assessment if they are clear about what they are 
trying to learn, and what indicators or criteria they 
should use to judge progress, and if they are able to be 
honest with their teacher about their learning struggles 
(DANZ, p.9).

Ponder for a moment the subtitle I gave this paper: “great 
idea, needs more work.” You can probably recall getting 
feedback like this somewhere in your own learning/
assessment career. All of us have probably also given 
students this sort of feedback. But what can you do with it? 
It does tell you something (you’re on the right track) but not 
what more might be needed and hence what to do next. 
There is no basis for learning to be assessment capable in 
this sort of global judgment. 

A great idea that needs more work

ASSESSMENT 
CAPABILITY

ROSEMARY  
HIPKINS

1  Absolum, M., L. Flockton, J. Hattie, R. Hipkins and I. Reid. 2009. Directions for Assessment in New Zealand. Wellington, NZ: Ministry of Education. Also available at http://assessment.tki.
org.nz/Research-and-readings/Research-behind-DANZ (accessed April 24, 2017).
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Giving students feedback that helps them determine their next 
steps is the central idea in assessment-for-learning, so you might 
be wondering what’s new in the idea of assessment capability. 
Think for a moment about who usually makes the assessment 
judgment, even in assessment for learning. That would be you, 
the teacher. We typically impose our  judgments on students, 
even if we then involve them in discussions about next steps. 
The idea of assessment capability goes that one step further 
by advocating for actively involving students in the actual 
assessment decision making and judgment making. Of course 
this needs to be informed involvement if it is going to help students 
move forward in meaningful and challenging ways, so it is easier 
said than done. Students need a lot of help and support: 

• No student is ever going to admit to learning challenges 
and gaps, or even motivation challenges, if the classroom 
environment does not feel safe to take learning risks.  
A range of well-known pedagogical strategies support 
student involvement in assessment of their own work. 
However, evidence from the New Zealand Council 
of Educational Research’s national survey2 of New 
Zealand’s teachers shows that these pedagogies are 
not as widely used as we might hope. There is clearly 
something that holds teachers back from using them 
more often. Both they and students need lots of practice, 
support and resource materials for self-assessment, peer 

assessment, three-way reporting conversations with 
parents and so on.   

• One really important support (again for both teachers 
and students) should come in the form of resources that 
help everyone build a shared understanding of what 
counts as quality work. Students can’t learn to judge the 
standard of their own work unless they are supported to 
build insightful understandings of what you are looking 
for, and hence what they might try next. (This comment 
could be extended to parents—when they worry about 
progress, clear signals about the desired standard and 
possible next steps can be helpful for them in also proving 
support and encouragement from home.)

WHAT ELSE DO TEACHERS NEED?
Teachers require in-depth pedagogical content knowledge 
if they are to choose the most appropriate form of 
assessment and, following assessment, the teaching and 
learning approach that best fits their students (DANZ, p.9). 

Some of the assumptions underpinning the national 
curriculum, particularly those that relate to levels and 
achievement objectives, continue to be contestable. 
Analyses show that, by and large, the objectives do not 
provide a sufficiently clear basis for discriminating levels 
of achievement or judging learning progress (DANZ, p.12).

Professional learning about robust pedagogies for formative 
assessment/assessment for learning is a great place to start, 
however this sort of learning probably won’t be sufficient for 
real shifts in practice to happen. Here are a few other areas 
where teachers need help and support. 

Exemplar materials that support students’ involvement in 
assessment will show a range of levels of achievement. Too often 
the “best” pieces of work are lauded but students don’t get to 
see the full range of efforts—from best to “worst.” This means 
that they can’t develop a clear idea of where they sit in terms 
of the whole range of possibilities. Teachers would rightly be 
concerned about using actual work from a class to show this 
range (imagine being the student who generated the lowest 
ranking exemplar). Also, it’s a waste of energy if everyone 
is being asked to reinvent the wheel. I think this challenge 
is best addressed via a systemwide curriculum conversation 
(what aspects of learning really matter and why) followed by 
development of exemplar resources that address those aspects 
of learning that are widely agreed to be really important. 
Curriculum experts need to get alongside talented teachers to 
create these sorts of resources.

Related but different suites of resources are needed to show 
everyone (students, teachers, school leaders, parents) what 
learning progress over time might look like in a specific area 
of the curriculum. Again, this is not as easy as it might seem 
at first glance. As one of the quotes above asserts, traditional 
curriculum objectives typically specify content to be learned 
at a specific point in time (often a year level) and seldom model 
progress over time. What progress actually looks like will vary 
according to the aspect of learning in focus. We might well ask, 

MET

2 The survey is available at http://www.nzcer.org.nz/research/national-survey.at http://
assessment.tki.org.nz/Research-and-readings/Research-behind-DANZ (accessed 
April 24, 2017).
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for example, what progress in developing and strengthening 
key competencies looks like as students move up the levels 
of their schooling. Such progress will be multi-faceted and 
is highly unlikely to be linear. It will almost certainly be 
impacted by contexts of learning and assessment. Again, as 
for the production of exemplars, the development of robust 
models of progress should take place at a state or national level, 
with teachers strongly supported to use any such materials 
in appropriate ways as they involve students in meaningful 
decision making about their learning progress and next steps. 

Negative assessment experiences can do real harm to children, 
and this can be a considerable source of anxiety for both 
parents and teachers. You need to do what you can to ensure 
students don’t get mixed messages, for example, false feedback 
that they are “doing great” when they are not. Teachers can’t 
control systems-level assessment practices, of course (we’ll get to 
them next), but you can set up a classroom climate where facing 
up to learning obstacles is the norm and every student knows 
you will help and support them to achieve and get better. 

HOW THE SYSTEM NEEDS TO HELP
The broad structures of the NQF3 and NCEA4 are 
consistent with our vision of students playing an active role 
in assessing their own learning and achievement. Levels 

1–3 of the NQF create a flexible platform for qualifications 
that match each learner’s mix of interests and abilities 
and their plans for future study, work and life. With good 
support and advice, students can create learning plans 
and pursue unit/achievement standards5 that get them 
started on a learning pathway that continues well beyond 
the school years. If, however, achievement data from the 
NQF and NCEA continue to be used as the basis for league 
table comparisons, the student-centred purposes of the 
qualifications will increasingly be subverted (DANZ, p. 38). 

This quotation speaks for itself. How high-stakes assessments 
are designed, conducted and then written about in the media 
will all impact on how safe it will be for teachers and students to 
take learning risks that really stretch students, and that set them 
on pathways that are best for them as individuals. 

We are fortunate in New Zealand to have a flexible 
qualifications system, but this flexibility is often neglected 
as teachers stick to more traditional course structures and 
assessment practices. They need help and support for 
course innovation. I wonder if having flexibility in both 
the curriculum and the qualifications structure is too 

overwhelming for busy teachers. Again strong exemplar 
materials, well supported with professional learning, would 
be a big help. Choosing constructive pathways also implies 
a need for robust guidance and support systems as students 
make course choices, especially as they advance through 
secondary school, where more options open up.

Finally, I’d like to mention moderation systems designed to 
ensure comparability in teacher judgments across different 
settings. With two colleagues I have recently compared 
moderation processes used for NCEA and those used 
for moderating primary school national standards.6 We 
noticed that the processes used at the primary level are 
geared to enhancing teachers’ learning and insights about 
where the standard actually resides in a specific case. 
NCEA moderation processes were also geared towards 
professional learning when the qualification was first 
introduced, and secondary teachers still have opportunities 
to take part in “best practice” workshops7 from time 
to time. However systems-level moderation has, over 
time, become more geared towards accountability and 
checking on within-school systems and teacher consistency. 
There isn’t the same level of opportunity to build shared 
knowledge and insight across the system when such 
processes predominate. 

SO WHAT?
This article illustrates the challenges involved in 
meaningful participation of students in making decisions 
about their own learning progress. This is not an easy sort 
of change to make and we still have some way to go. The 
payoff (if we can get more traction in the sorts of areas 
outlined) is that more students will leave school ready 
to be self-motivated lifelong learners—i.e., reality might 
come a bit closer to our curriculum rhetoric. As a bonus, 
another rich source of evidence will be added to assessment 
judgments we make about students’ progress in developing 
complex sets of learning outcomes, such as those developed 
when key competencies and traditional curriculum content 
are woven together in really rich learning challenges. 

Dr. Rosemary Hipkins is a chief researcher with the New Zealand 
Council for Educational Research and co-led the three-year 
Curriculum Implementation Exploratory Studies (CIES) project for 
New Zealand’s Ministry of Education.

3 New Zealand’s National Qualifications framework.
4 National Certificates of Educational Achievement — New Zealand’s school exit qualification. 
5 Standards can be viewed at http://www.nzqa.govt.nz/qualifications-standards/standards/.
6 Hipkins, R., M. Johnston and M. Sheehan. 2016 NCEA in Context. Wellington, NZ: NZCER Press. National standards are available at http://nzcurriculum.tki.org.nz/National-

Standards.
7 Workshops can be found at http://www.nzqa.govt.nz/about-us/publications/qa-news/archive/march-2012/bp-workshops/.

Negative assessment experiences can do real harm to children, and this 
can be a considerable source of anxiety for both parents and teachers.
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The following is excerpted from the booklet Recounting Student Success, published by the Alberta Teachers’ Association in February 2017.

Alberta’s K–12 education sector stands at a crossroads. The promise of progressive educational reform is real and 
is being demonstrated on a number of fronts, but these efforts will be hindered by the continued use of outmoded 
models of accountability that distract the education system from supporting teachers in addressing the growing 

complexity of Alberta classrooms. 

The success of current reform efforts will depend on the government’s ability to demonstrate significant improvement in the lives 
of students, as well as students’ capacity to achieve their potential as they progress through the K–12 system. With this in mind, 
the teaching profession believes that the changes being advanced by the government must be grounded by a fundamentally new 
approach to measuring and reporting student and system success — one that is committed to excellence through equity built on 
public confidence, trust in the profession and responsibility.

The following nine strategies draw on current research connected to the Association’s international partnerships and Alberta 
teachers’ commitment to creating a great school for all students.

1. Advisory committee on public assurance
Convene an advisory committee of education partners to identify the high‑level principles and processes needed to renew 
Alberta’s approach to school and system reporting.

2. Local measures and indicators for determining student progress
Within the broad goals identified in a provincial framework, empower students and community members to identify the ways 
that success in school can be defined and demonstrated.

3. Provincial testing through population sampling
Supporting anticipated curriculum changes and in collaboration with faculties of education and the AAC, develop a 
provincial sampling program to address the learning outcomes in programs of study in the eight subject‑area clusters 
currently being developed.

4. Action research networks for demonstrating evidence of student success
Establish a network that offers both the public and practitioners access to exemplars of student success across all eight 
subject‑area clusters.

5. Peer review of schools
Based on proven examples of effective school development strategies, develop a provincial peer review program involving 
school teams conducting site visits and providing formative feedback to support innovation and informed risk taking.

6. Next generation of diploma examinations
Undertake research to explore substantial revisions to the current diploma examination program.

7. Building school-based assessment capacity of teachers
Support teachers through the provision of time and professional development that builds the collective capacity of the profession.

8. Professional development and teachers’ collective capacity
Focusing on strategic areas such as culturally responsive pedagogy, implement a provincewide program that supports 
networks of schools where job‑embedded professional inquiry into differentiating assessments is sustained.

9. Global leadership in assessment
Offer teachers access to rich assessment exemplars and professional development networks that build their assessment 
capacity.

A plan for rethinking accountability in Alberta schools
RECOUNTING STUDENT SUCCESS 
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RECOUNTING STUDENT SUCCESS Alberta’s Design Opportunity:  
Professional Responsibility Enhancing Public Assurance

Teacher-Selected Collaboratively  
Developed Assessments
• Support identifying jurisdiction priorities  

such as groups of at-risk students.

• Support teacher assessment capacity in the 
use of multiple sources of information and 
evidence, such as observations, conversations, 
tests, projects and portfolios.

• Develop performance tasks, rubrics and unit 
tests with the help of teacher teams in  
communities of practice.

• Focus on responsibility and adaptive capacity.

Provincewide Assessments
• Focus on responsiveness to build  

capacity in targeted areas as identified 
by school networks.

• Support action research networks to 
enhance professional learning in  
priority areas.

• Report on provincial benchmarks through 
sampling programs with an emphasis on 
performance assessments.

Teacher-Developed Classroom Assessments
• Support ongoing classroom assessment to diagnose and  

respond to the learning needs of students.

• Through peer review, foster teacher observation and 
interaction with students and parents (deprivatizing 
teacher practice).

• Differentiate classroom assessments to address  
increasingly complex student learning needs.

• Through the provision of time and support, enhance  
professional capacity to gather and report evidence of 
student progress.

o
n

g
o

in
g a

s
s

e
s

s
m

e
n

t o
f a

n
d f

o
r l

e
a

r
n

in
g

d
a

ily
p

e
r

io
d

ic



ATA MAGAZINE  •  SUMMER 201714

Datafication is one of the most significant 
developments in schools around the world today. 
Data in various forms—from attendance and 

behaviour records to grades and standardized test results—
now shape the work of policymakers, administrators and 
teachers in the classroom. But we have moved on from the 
time when data were collected and stored locally in notebooks 
and filing cabinets to a time in which data are rapidly 
passed through networks that connect schools, education 
systems, private companies and other organizations. The 

Crossing boundaries to research the 
impacts on public education 

NAVIGATING THE  
FLOW OF DATAFICATIONSAM 

SELLAR

computerization of administration, learning and assessment 
has created conditions in which large volumes of digital data 
are produced in standard formats and flow from one place to 
another.

Understanding how data are being used in schools requires 
working across multiple scales. We can think about schools 
as sitting within a series of increasingly larger units that 
shape their work. A school is like the smallest matryoshka 
doll in a set. In Canada, for example, a school sits within a 
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school board, which sits within a provincial education 
system and, in turn, a national approach to education. 
The largest doll is the global space in which we now think 
about education. For example, international organizations 
such as the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD) increasingly shape the work of 
schools through tests like the Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA). Data flow between each 
of these different nested scales and it is important to 
understand how this occurs and how it affects public 
education. 

The Data in Schools and School Systems project is an 
international study of education data in schools and school 
systems. The project is being conducted with schools 
in Alberta and British Columbia, as well as the U.S., 
Australia and Japan.1 The project aims to understand the 
development of data infrastructure, or the plumbing through 
which data flows. We are all familiar with infrastructure 
in the form of the roads, rails, pipes and wires that connect 
urban spaces. The cables that connect computers and 
databases are part of this infrastructure. But what is of 
most interest is how these new infrastructures are changing 
the way that schooling works.

One of the most significant changes is the demand for 
interoperability and the adoption of data standards. These may 
seem like pretty uninteresting technical issues, but they 
will have a dramatic impact on schooling—from the way 
whole systems are governed to how teaching gets done 
in the classroom. As Keller Easterling (2014) writes, ‘[i]
nfrastructure space has become a medium of information. 
The information resides in invisible, powerful activities 
that determine how objects and content are organized 
and circulated. Infrastructure space, with the power and 
currency of software, is an operating system…” (p. 13). 
The ability to decide and design the format of data now 
comes with significant power to influence how schools and 
school systems work. Those who develop the operating 
system get to operate the system.

Australia provides an exemplary case of the development 
of data infrastructure. Individual schools purchase 
software to manage data at the local level. Schooling is 
managed by state governments, and each state education 
department has used different software to collect, store 
and analyze data. The federal government also plays a role 
in schooling, including the oversight of the development 
of a national curriculum. One rationale for developing 
a national curriculum was to ensure that students could 
move from state to state without missing or repeating parts 
of their education. Of course, it makes sense for student 

1 The project is being conducted by an international research team, which is led by 
Professor Bob Lingard at the University of Queensland. Other chief investigators are 
Associate Professor Kalervo Gulson (University of New South Wales), Dr. Sam Sellar 
(Manchester Metropolitan University) and Dr. Keita Takayama (University of New 
England). Partner investigators are Professor Christopher Lubienski (University of 
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign) and Associate Professor P. Taylor Webb (University 
of British Columbia). This project is funded by a research grant from the Australian 
Research Council (DP150102098).April 24, 2017).

For information on registration and fees, visit  
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records to also be transferable across systems, which means 
that each system needs to adopt a standard format for these 
data. And this is exactly what is happening. School systems 
around Australia are adopting Schools Interoperability 
Framework (SIF) standards to ensure that data can be shared 
seamlessly between schools, systems and software providers. 

This is a familiar story. The U.S. has been undergoing a 
similar experience since the introduction of Common Core 
Standards (CCS) in 2010. The CCS are designed to ensure 
consistent expectations of the knowledge and skills that 
students will gain at school across different states. Many state 
education departments in the U.S. are also adopting SIF 
standards, which enable the integration of CCS with their 
data systems. Notably, Bill Gates was the driving force behind 
the development of SIF standards and the CCS. Education 

technology companies have played an influential role in 
shaping these standards. And the reason why one of the 
world’s most influential tech magnates might champion 
learning and data standards for schooling points to why 
the development of data infrastructure will reshape 
public education.

Standardization creates new markets. For example, 
each state education system in Australia has bought 
or developed software for managing their data based 
upon their unique needs. Each time a school system 
bought a new software package, it had to be designed 
from scratch or adapted to meet particular needs. But 
once each system adopts the same data standards, 
the companies that develop these products can more 
easily sell them to other systems as well. Rather than 
developing products on a case-by-case basis, companies 
can reduce development costs relative to profits by 
developing generic products for larger markets. 

When education companies know how schools and 
systems manage their data, they can use this information 
to design new products. In Australia, companies are 
increasingly able to see “mock data” from specific 
schools and systems before they have been contracted 
to develop specific products for them. As a result, they 
will be able to put more products on the shelf that 
can be sold to schools. Companies can also offer to 
manage data for systems. Indeed, we are likely to see 
data management increasingly outsourced to private 
providers that may use this information to develop 
products for sale back to public education systems. 
While there are obvious benefits associated with 
standardization and interoperability, including reducing 
costs for public schools to purchase software and 
increasing opportunities for data analysis and sharing, 
it certainly shifts the balance between public education 
and the commercial provision of educational products 
and services.

The development of data infrastructure in Australian 
schools is more advanced than in other countries we are 
studying. This is largely due to differences in governance 
structures and the cultures that have emerged around 
data use in schools. For example, annual census testing 
in Australia, linked to reward funding for systems and 
individual principals, has created a stronger “data 
culture” than is evident in Canada. Laws relating to 
privacy and transparency can also make a difference. 

We are likely to see data management increasingly outsourced 
to private providers that may use this information to develop products  

for sale back to public education systems.

 d
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In the U.S., some school boards 
publish the details of contracts 
with education companies online, 
and this makes it easier to see how 
commercial actors access and use 
educational data in their dealings 
with public schools.

The development and adoption of 
standards is highly technical. The 
work is often hidden and rarely 
draws much attention, but this 
is precisely why it is so powerful. 
As datafication, standardization 
and interoperability increasingly 
facilitate the flow of data across 
boundaries between schools, 
school systems and governments, 
international partnerships are 
needed to keep tabs on these 
developments.

The growing push for digital 
delivery of testing programs and 
learning management systems 
in Alberta is a manifestation 
of this global phenomenon. 
Comparisons between 
developments in different contexts 
enable us to understand the risks 
and benefits associated with the 
flow of education data across 
geographical and organizational 
boundaries. It will also help 
organizations such as the Alberta 
Teachers’ Association to identify 
strategies for holding to account 
an increasingly powerful new set 
of actors in public education—
education technology companies. 

REFERENCE
Easterling, K. 2014. Extrastatecraft: 
The power of Infrastructure Space. 
New York, NY: Verso.

Dr. Sam Sellar is a postdoctoral 
research fellow in the school of education 
at the University of Queensland in 
Australia. He has been actively involved 
in the Alberta Teachers’ Association’s 
efforts to develop a new approach to 
public assurance.
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What does it mean for teachers?

SMALL DATA 
FOR BIG CHANGEPASI  

SAHLBERG

You know “big data”—petabytes of digital 
information, smart machines calculating with 
algorithms what’s likely to happen next. That’s 

how global financial markets are run today. Personalized 
advertisements pop up on your smartphone screen based 
on data from your web browsing history, or millions of 
others like you. Even in professional basketball, coaches set 
their game plans based on millions of data items caught by 
cameras and sensors about players’ behaviour on and off 
the court. The story goes that Google’s big data knows you 
better than you do.

It is also well known that big data is a good servant but a 
bad master. First of all, a fundamental purpose of big data 

is to have enough information and process it fast enough 
to predict what is likely to happen next. This is called 
predictive analytics and is the great promise of big data. 
This may be worthwhile in meteorology or a corporation’s 
strategic planning, but it certainly may lead to odd situations 
in health care or education if not handled sensibly. 

Second, when masses of data are collected in school 
by sensors, such as motion detectors, cameras and 
microphones capturing every child’s facial expression, 
social interaction and gestures every day, all year 
round, decisions made by smart machines may lead to 
unethical experimentation on students or even Orwellian 
surveillance of individuals’ privacy. 
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Big data is also emerging through digital testing 
platforms and adaptive learning analytics systems (digital 
tutors); as masses of student testing data grow, so does the 
desire to harvest it for patterns. 

Finally, big data normally reveals only correlation 
between events, not causation. Correlation is important 
in understanding these relationships, but it doesn’t mean 
that one thing would cause the other.

There are high hopes among some that big data will 
eventually fix (and increase corporate profits from) 
education systems. If you think, as I do, that the data 
science alone will not do that, then you may want to turn 
to something else. How about small data? It emerges 
from the notion that in a world that is increasingly 
governed by binary digits and cold statistics, we need 
information that helps us to understand better those 
aspects of teaching and learning that are invisible or not 
easily measurable. 

Teachers know the importance of human observations, 
face-to-face conversations and critical reflections 
in making sense of what goes on in classrooms. 
Standardized tests or opinion surveys may help to 
identify some general trends, but they are not able to 
reveal deeper secrets of pedagogy. Therefore, small 

data can be a good tool to find out what works best and why 
in schools.

Does this sound familiar? Indeed, small data has always 
been part of the process for experienced teachers, doctors, 
social workers and psychologists. It is not new, except the 
name. Danish management advisor Martin Lindstrom calls 
tiny clues that reveal big trends small data. In school, these 
small clues are often hidden in the complex fabric of values, 
behaviours and cultures that determine what teachers and 
students do in school. Understanding this complexity, in 
other words, being sensitive to weak signals and small data, 
must become a priority for improving education.

What does all this mean for teachers, you wonder? First, 
when teachers around the world are increasingly exposed 
to the promises of big data and are asked to work in 
“data teams” in their schools, they should remind the 
big data advocates of the importance of small data, not 
as an alternative but as a complement to evidence-based 
practice and good data in schools. To make small data an 
active part of teachers’ professional repertoire, it should be 
turned into concrete, productive actions and part of the 
culture of the school. 

Second, teachers could consider some of the following practices 
that include collecting and using small data in their work. 
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Dara Humniski, Mirror Box (detail), 
2015-16, Courtesy of the artist.

1. PEER COACHING FOR PROFESSIONAL LEARNING
Peer coaching is a confidential process through which small 
teams of teachers work together to reflect on their current 
teaching practices; refine, improve and develop new skills; 
learn from one another; teach together in classrooms; and 
take part in school improvement together. Peer coaching 
provides teachers with an environment in which it is safe 
to test new ideas and try new practices. Absence of fear 
and anxiety helps teachers also to see more clearly those 
tiny clues—or small data—in teaching that may lead to 
understanding something that can unlock further professional 
learning. Systematic attention to finding small data in 
interaction between teachers in school may therefore enrich 
the current cultures of collaborative practices in school. 

2. USE OF AUTHENTIC ASSESSMENTS IN CLASSROOMS
Increasing reliance on external standardized assessments and 
algorithms to attempt to quantify what students have learned in 
school has weakened the role of classroom-based, teacher-made 
assessments. In some parts of the world, teachers don’t need 
to study educational assessment and evaluation in university 
because their students are assessed by external tests and/or 
individuals who are far away from the classroom environment. 

One productive use of small data is through authentic student 
assessments that utilize judgments made by both teachers 

and students. Student self-assessment, whether it is a portfolio 
or reflection, is a great way to allow students to explain 
and speak about their learning. Students’ narratives often 
include tiny clues — or small data — about their learning 
or your teaching that may uncover important features about 
improving what you do in school.

3. DISCOVER STUDENTS’ BELIEFS ABOUT THE  
TOPICS YOU’RE TEACHING
I taught mathematics in school for many years. I soon realized 
that there are many students who don’t like mathematics, let 
alone think it is interesting. Early on I learned that probably 
most of  my students had their own ideas about mathematical 
concepts and phenomena. These beliefs are difficult to capture 
without helping students turn them into tangible representations 
like stories, drawings or conversations. 

Back then I systematically collected small data (although I 
didn’t call it that) to understand students’ beliefs about the 
mathematical world. Research showed me that students’ 
conceptions of  mathematics, however erroneous, are often 
very difficult to change. Data from standardized tests cannot 
inform a teacher about these important hidden cognitive 
forces. Therefore, it is small data that can help teachers 
understand why some students don’t learn as well as they 
could in school.

My main method of  understanding what students were 
thinking was having them draw an image of  a mathematician 
at work and write a description of  the image they’d drawn. I 
remember one student drawing an aged man in old clothes 
and describing mathematicians as usually fat, unstylish males 
with no friends (except other mathematicians), no romantic 
relationships or social life, with wrinkles in their foreheads 
from thinking so hard and very short tempers. 

It is easy to see that anyone having such a vivid image 
probably wouldn’t be interested in mathematics or be excited 
about becoming a mathematician. 

So what can be concluded from all this? Small data can be a 
powerful idea and a response to increasing attempts to pursue 
data-driven policies and learning analytics in schools. But 
small data takes time.

In Alberta and in many other places, teachers at all grade 
levels spend a lot of  time in classrooms on administration and 
bureaucracy, so when they are asked to do anything that is 
above and beyond what they already do, a common complaint 
is that there is no time. While teachers are masters of  using 
small data and improving the quality of  teaching, they need 
more time to work with their colleagues so they can worry less 
about whether their students will make the grade in the next 
high-stakes standardized test.

Dr. Pasi Sahlberg is the author of  Finnish Lessons 2.0: What Can 
the World Learn from Educational Change in Finland (2015) 
and FinnishED Leadership: Four Ideas to Improve Schools 
(2017).
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OCTOBER 20–21
RELIGIOUS AND MORAL EDUCATION COUNCIL 
CONFERENCE, Rim Rock Resort Hotel, Banff. Theology  
of the Body Goes to the Movies: Foundations of Faith and 
Film. Sponsors: Religious and Moral Education Council and 
the provincial ATA. Website: http://rmec.teachers.ab.ca. 
Contact: Ron Baier, conference director; telephone: 
 780-608-9695; email: ronbaier1@gmail.com. 

OCTOBER 20–21
SUBSTITUTE TEACHERS CONFERENCE,  
Sheraton Cavalier Hotel, Calgary. Sponsor: the provincial 
ATA. Contact: Keith Hadden, executive staff officer, SARO; 
telephone: 403-265-2672; email: keith.hadden@ata.ab.ca or 
Doreen Link, administrative officer, SARO; telephone:  
780-265-2672; email: doreen.link@ata.ab.ca.

AUGUST 23–24
TEACHER GROWTH, SUPERVISION AND 
EVALUATION SEMINAR, Edmonton. Open to 
school and district-based administrators only. Sponsor: 
the provincial ATA. Website: https://event-wizard.
com/TGSE0817/0/register/. Contact: Doreen Link, 
administrative officer, SARO; telephone: 403-265-2672; 
email: mssaro@ata.ab.ca.

SEPTEMBER 28–30
BEGINNING TEACHERS CONFERENCE – 
EDMONTON, Shaw Conference Centre, Edmonton. 
Sponsor: the provincial ATA. Contact: Cheryl O’Brien, 
administrative officer; telephone: 780-447-9468; email: 
cheryl.obrien@ata.ab.ca or Sharon Vogrinetz, assistant 
executive secretary; email: sharon.vogrinetz@ata.ab.ca.

SEPTEMBER 29–30
OUTREACH EDUCATION COUNCIL, Alberta. 
Sponsor: the provincial ATA. Website:  
http://oec.teachers.ab.ca/Pages/Home.aspx.  
Contact: Antonette Wilson, conference director;  
email antonette.wilson@epsb.ca.

OCTOBER 12–14
BEGINNING TEACHERS CONFERENCE – 
CALGARY, Coast Plaza Hotel Conference Centre. 
Sponsor: the provincial ATA. Contact: Cheryl O’Brien, 
administrative officer; telephone: 780-447-9468; email: 
cheryl.obrien@ata.ab.ca or Sharon Vogrinetz, assistant 
executive secretary; email: sharon.vogrinetz@ata.ab.ca.

OCTOBER 13–14
COUNCIL FOR INCLUSIVE EDUCATION,  
Fantasyland Hotel, West Edmonton Mall, Edmonton. 
Celebrating the Challenges. Sponsors: Special Education 
Council and the provincial ATA. Website:  
https://cieducation.ca/. Contact: Carol Knott, cknott@live.ca, 
or Tamia Richardson, tamia.richardson@eips.ca.

OCTOBER 20–21
MATHEMATICS COUNCIL CONFERENCE,  
Coast Canmore Hotel, Canmore. Opening Your 
Mathematical Mind. Sponsors: Mathematics Council and the 
provincial ATA. Website: http://www.mathteachers.ab.ca. 
Contact: Alicia Burdess, conference codirector; email:  
aliciaburdess@gpcsd.ca or Darryl Chichak, conference 
codirector; email: mathguy@shaw.ca. 

 •   C A L E N D A R   •

For a complete listing of events, consult the Conference Calendar or contact Barnett House. Telephone 780-447-9400 in Edmonton or  
1-800-232-7208 from elsewhere in Alberta. This information is also posted on the Alberta Teachers’ Association website (www.teachers.ab.ca). 
Prior to attending a conference or workshop, please contact the sponsoring organization to confirm dates, location and contacts.

www.cawst.org/wavemakers/ctf

Download our free  
CTF: Environmental Stewardship  

resources

Free CTF Resources  
for Teachers



ATA MAGAZINE  •  SUMMER 201722

LOW VALUE 
… HIGH IMPACT
The effect of digital reporting and 
assessment tools on Alberta classrooms

Improved instruction?  No
Have digital reporting tools improved the level  
of instruction and assessment in classrooms?

Increased workload?  Yes
How have digital reporting tools  
affected your workload?

Have digital reporting tools facilitated  
and improved communication with students?

SOURCE: 
Digital Reporting and Digital Assessment Tools: Evaluating their Value and their Impact

In Alberta, the use of digital reporting tools (eg, PowerSchool, StudentAchieve and Desire2Learn) and digital assessment tools (eg, Mathletics, 
SuccessMaker, DreamBox Learning Math and Raz-Kids) has grown dramatically over the past decade. In 2014, researchers from the Alberta 
Teachers’ Association and the University of Alberta surveyed more than 1,100 teachers and principals from urban and rural Alberta about the 
perceived value and impact of these digital tools on instruction and assessment practices, teachers’ work life and shifting parental expectations.

Improved communication? No
Have digital reporting tools facilitated  
and improved communication with parents?
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Digital Reporting and  
Digital Assessment Tools

Key findings
1. Teachers reported that they were generally not confident that digital assessment and 

reporting tools were improving students’ learning.

2. Teachers viewed digital reporting tools as providing no, or very little, improvement to the 
level of instruction and assessment in the classroom. In addition, several teachers reported 
that digital reporting tools have not improved communication with parents or students. 

3. The majority of respondents indicated that they were mandated to use digital reporting 
tools within their classrooms and were not able to provide any feedback as to which tool 
would be used. 

4. Teachers indicated that digital reporting tools have increased teacher workload, increased 
parental expectations regarding the frequency of reporting and increased the amount of 
time required to report student progress.

5. Participants assigned poor ratings to the professional development and technical support 
provided for digital reporting tools.

6. Respondents indicated that preparing report cards and individual program plans (IPPs) 
caused them the greatest amount of stress in the workplace.

7.  Most respondents stated that they did not use, or were not planning to use, diagnostic, 
adaptive and real-time assessment tools in their classrooms or schools.

8. Participants expected to have little to no input in the selection of tools, should their school 
district implement diagnostic, adaptive and real-time assessment tools.

9. Teachers have a low level of concern with data issues related to digital reporting and 
assessment.

10. Teachers, through their qualitative comments, demonstrated concern that the 
implementation of digitally-based resources would put students who had limited access to 
digital learning tools at a disadvantage compared to students who had families and schools 
that were well supported.
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BOOKS
Assessment 3.0: Throw Out Your Grade 
Book and Inspire Learning
Barnes, M. 2015. Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Corwin Press 371.26 B261 
Measuring learning is typically done 
through grading student work. However, 
author Mark Barnes argues that 
following a SER2 plan (summarize, 
explain, redirect, resubmit) will lead 
to much deeper student learning and 
accountability. 

Designing and Using Performance Tasks: 
Enhancing Student Learning and 
Assessment 
Shiel, T. K. 2017. Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Corwin Press (371.26 S555)
Shifting to a model of assessment 
through performance of tasks allows 
teachers to engage their students 
innovatively, says author Tracey Shiel. 
Performance tasks can be a difficult 

teaching strategy to master, but it is ultimately rewarding as 
studies show that students retain information longer when 
taught through this method. 

Embedding Formative Assessment: 
Practical Techniques for K–12 Classrooms 
Wiliam, D. and S. Leahy. 2015. West 
Palm Beach, FL: Learning Sciences 
International (371.26 W679)
Teachers use formative assessment to 
ensure that what they have taught is 
what students have learned. The authors 
provide teachers with practical ideas 
for implementing formative assessment 

in their classrooms such as suggestions for randomizing 
assessments, using hinge questions and techniques to get 
students to look objectively at feedback. 

Grading Smarter, Not Harder:  
Assessment Strategies That Motivate 
Kids and Help Them Learn
Dueck, M. 2014. Alexandria, VA: 
ASCD (371.26 D844)
Does your grading inspire your students 
or does it make them stop trying? 
Author Myron Dueck describes ways 
that teachers can reassess the way they 

are grading and design grading that motivates students. 

Functional Behavior Assessment for 
People with Autism: Making Sense of 
Seemingly Senseless Behavior
Glasberg, B. A. 2015. Bethesda, MD: 
Woodbine House, 2nd ed.  
(371.94 G548 2nd)
Functional behaviour assessment is 
the first step in resolving problem 
behaviour in students with autism. 
While traditionally done by clinicians, 
the authors provide new material that 

explains how to do FBAs in schools. 

Hacking Assessment: 10 Ways to Go 
Gradeless in a Traditional Grades School 
Sackstein, S. 2015.Cleveland, OH: X10 
Publications. (371.904 S121)
Hacking Assessment offers an interesting 
perspective on assessment. Starr 
Sackstein argues that grades get in the 
way of real learning and that assessing 
without grades can create a remarkable 
class of independent learners. 

Intervention Strategies To Follow Informal 
Reading Inventory Assessment: So What Do I Do Now?
Caldwell, J. and L. Leslie. 2013. Boston, MA: Pearson  
(372.43 C147)
This one-of-a-kind book identifies practical reading 

LIBRARY HAS ASSORTED BOOKS ON ASSESSMENT

 •   F R O M  T H E  B O O K S H E L V E S   •

To match this issue’s theme of assessment, your ATA library is pleased to highlight some of the many titles that support assessment in your 
classrooms along with some of our newest acquisitions. 

If you are interested in more titles on assessment or any other topic related to your professional practice, please contact the friendly staff at your 
ATA library at library@ata.ab.ca or call 1-800-232-7208 and ask for the library. We are always happy to help you find materials. Don’t forget that 
we ship materials to your door and prepay return postage so there is no cost for you wherever you are in the province. 
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intervention strategies based on students’ informal reading 
inventory results.

Keeping the Fire Burning: Avoiding 
Teacher Burnout: Tips and Strategies 
from Real Teachers 
Davis, K. et al. 2013. USA: The 
Educator’s Room. (371.10019 D262)
Written by educators under pressure, 
this book offers practical ideas for 
overcoming burnout and reconnecting 
to teaching. 

Mindful Assessment: The 6 Essential 
Fluencies of Innovative Learning
Crockett, L. 2017. Bloomington, IN: 
Solution Tree Press (371.260973 C938)
With an interesting premise, that 
teaching is a response to learning 
rather than learning being an outcome 
of teaching, the authors call for a 
redesign of current assessment models 
to emphasize inquiry and project-based 
learning. 

Next Generation Assessment:  
Moving Beyond the Bubble Test to 
Support 21st Century Learning 
Darling-Hammond, L. 2014. San 
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass  
(371.270973 D221)
There are growing concerns about 
educational testing and what impact 
high-stakes testing is having on learning 
in the United States. Linda Darling-

Hammond explains how educators can improve practice 
with performance assessments that are an alternative to high-
stakes testing and that yield reliable results. 

Optimizing Learning Outcomes: Proven 
Brain-Centric, Trauma-Sensitive Practices
Steele, W. (Ed.). 2017. New York, NY: 
Routledge (370.15 S814)
As a student, William Steele scored 
so poorly on his high school entrance 
exam that he was told not to take 
matriculation courses as he wasn’t 
college material. He had come out 
of a traumatic childhood that put 

him behind in the classroom but went on to do a PhD in 
psychology. Motivated by his experience as a student, he 
has studied best practices for teachers in helping youth to 
overcome trauma-based learning deficits. 

 •   F R O M  T H E  B O O K S H E L V E S   •

Quality Questioning: Research-Based 
Practice to Engage Every Learner
Walsh, J. A. and B. D. Sattes. 2017. 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press 
and McRel International 
 (371.37 W225 2017)
Questions can be the most important 
tool in a teacher’s toolbox. Walsh 
and Sattes are artisans of developing 
questions that engage students in 

discussion, and they walk teachers through the steps of 
developing these types of questions for their classrooms. 

Revolutionize Assessment: Empower Students, Inspire Learning 
Stiggins, R. J. 2014. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press 
(371.2 S855)
Criticizing high-stakes testing as poorly designed and 
thoughtless, Richard Stiggins advocates for a high-quality 
assessment that inspires learning rather than just measuring it. 

the lessons and activities explore:
• Canadian culture, identity and symbols
• Government, citizenship and democracy
• Canadian stories, heroes and celebrations

SMART Notebook® lesson options
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A free teaching resource for 
Social Science and History,           

Grades 5-8  
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DVDS
The Great Math Mystery
McCabe, D and R. Reisz. 2015. 
USA: WGBH Educational 
Foundation (AV GRE) 60 min. 
A fascinating exploration of how 
math has lead us to many of 
our technological and scientific 
breakthroughs. These stories are 
wonderful anecdotes for math 
teachers to share with students to 

spark interest in mathematics. 

It’s So Much Work to Be Your Friend: 
Helping the Learning Disabled Child 
Find Social Success 
Lavoie, R. 2005. USA: PBS Video 
(AV ITS 2005) 90 min. 
It’s very painful to watch a lonely 
child go through experiences like not 
being invited to a birthday party or 
having no one come to their birthday 
party. Richard Lavoie provides 

teachers and parents with practical strategies for teaching 
friendship skills to children who struggle in social situations. 

The New Science of Learning: Brain 
Fitness for Kids—Uncovering the 
Brain’s Potential for Learning 
Brown, E. 2009. Santa FE, NM:  
Santa Fe Productions. (AV NEW 
2009) 60 min. 
The speed at which we learn and 
how well we address complex 
problems are often thought to 
be fixed. However, in this video 

hosted by actor Peter Coyote, neuroscience challenges 
these assumptions by showing how brain plasticity can 
be activated by practice and how these skills can be 
dramatically improved. 

Smarter Assessment in the  
Secondary Classroom 
Dueck, M. 2016. Alexandria, VA: 
ASCD (AV SMA 2016)
Questioning the relationship between 
grades and learning, Myron Dueck 
draws on examples from British 
Columbia teachers who are working 
to modify their assessment procedures. 
He also talks with students who have 

graduated about how these new approaches prepared them 
for college and life beyond the classroom. 

He draws on decades of teaching experience to give practical 
advice to teachers on developing useful assessment for their 
classrooms. 

Using Formative Assessment to 
Differentiate Middle School Literacy 
Instruction: Seven Practices to  
Maximize Learning 
Laud, L. and P. Patel. 2013. 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press 
(428.24 L367)
Differentiated instruction is often 
lauded as the pinnacle of effective 
teaching practice, but how is it 

possible for one teacher to keep 30 students of various 
abilities motivated and learning every day? The authors 
demonstrate how teachers can establish new classroom 
norms, map learning progress, apply assessment data and 
differentiate assignments based on readiness. 

 •   F R O M  T H E  B O O K S H E L V E S   •
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TECHNOLOGY AVAILABLE 
FOR BORROWING
A makerspace is a physical location with tools for 
creative work where people gather to share resources and 
knowledge, work on projects, network and build. Many 
schools are considering creating makerspaces or already 
have them in place. Your ATA library is loaning some 
of the newest maker technology for teachers to try out 
themselves and consider the pedagogical opportunities 
this technology may provide. Here are two of our newest 
kits. You can find the full list of kits available on the 
makerspace box on the library’s homepage:  
http://library.teachers.ab.ca. 

Cubelets (12) 
A great way to introduce students of all ages to robotics, 
coding and design thinking, cubelets are an expandable 
system of robot blocks that connect together to form robots 
of many different abilities. Robots can be controlled and 
programmed through Bluetooth devices through the 
included Bluetooth cubelet. Included brick adapters allow 
students to customize the physical form of the robot with 
regular Lego blocks. 

Deluxe Snap Rover Kit
This sturdy electronics kit of 50 parts can be used to 
make several different rovers. It comes with a booklet of 
63 projects as well as a remote control. The manual is 
available in English and French. This is recommended for 
ages eight and up but would also be good for much older 
students with mobility difficulties. 

 •   F R O M  T H E  B O O K S H E L V E S   •

FRENCH BOOKS/LIVRES  
EN FRANÇAIS    

Des routines de classe pour mieux 
apprendre : Favoriser l’autonomie et 
l’engagement des élèves de 5 à 12 ans 
au quotidien
Harper, Jennifer, et Kathryn 
O’Brien. Adaptation : Nancy 
Boisclair. 2016. Montréal, QC : 
Chenelière Éducation.  
(371.1024 H294 2016)

Cet ouvrage présente aux enseignants du préscolaire et 
du primaire plus de 160 routines simples, bien structurées 
et flexibles. Facile à consulter, il saura sans aucun doute 
convaincre les enseignants qui débutent, comme ceux 
qui sont expérimentés, qu’investir un peu de temps dans 
l’établissement de routines de classe permet de gagner 
beaucoup de temps pour enseigner efficacement!

Des stratégies pédagogiques 
drôlement efficaces : Tirer parti des 
recherches sur le cerveau
Tate, Marcia. Adaptation : Louis 
Laroche. 2013. Montréal, QC : 
Chenelière Éducation  
(371.3028 T217)
Comment faire pour que les élèves 
retiennent ce qu’ils apprennent 

et qu’ils améliorent leur rendement ? Pour maximiser 
l’engagement et l’apprentissage de chaque élève, cet 
ouvrage propose aux enseignants du primaire 20 
stratégies issues de la recherche sur le développement du 
cerveau et sur les styles d’apprentissage. Avec plus de 200 
activités variées ne nécessitant ni matériel spécialisé ni 
feuilles de travail, dynamisme et plaisir d’apprendre seront 
au rendez-vous!

ENSEIGNER autrement avec LE MIND 
MAPPING cartes mentales et 
conceptuelles : La boîte à outils du 
professeur
Mongin, Pierre et Fabienne De 
Broeck. 2016. Malakoff, FRA : 
Dunod (372 M734)
Les conditions de travail des 
enseignants changent très vite. 

Ceux-ci ont besoin de s’adapter à un environnement en 
perpétuelle évolution : numérique, monde de l’image, 
microstimulations permanentes des élèves. Cet ouvrage 
présente 59 outils indispensables qui expliquent comment 
le mind mapping et les cartes conceptuelles peuvent être 
utilisés par les enseignants.
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Assessment is a central process in education. If 
students learned what they were taught, we would 
never need to assess; we could instead just keep 

records of what we had taught. But as every teacher knows, 
many students do not learn what they are taught. Indeed, 
when we look at their work, it is sometimes hard to believe 
that they were in the classroom. In fact, it is impossible to 
predict with any certainty what students will learn as the 
result of a particular sequence of classroom activities. And 
because we cannot teach well without finding out where 
our students are starting from, we have to assess. Even 
if all our students started out at the same point (a highly 
unlikely situation!), each of them will have reached different 
understandings of the material being studied within a 
very short period of time. That is why assessment is the 
bridge between teaching and learning—it is only through 
assessment that we can find out whether what has happened 
in the classroom has produced the learning we intended.

Of course, assessment is also used for other purposes 
in education, which makes the picture much more 
complicated. In all countries, assessments of the 
performance of individual students are used to determine 
which students are, and which students are not, qualified 
for subsequent phases of education, and also to decide 
which kinds of education students should receive. In many 
countries assessment is also used to hold teachers, schools, 
district and provinces accountable to parents, taxpayers 
and other stakeholders. Few would argue that those who 

provide education should not be required to give some sort 
of an account to those who pay for education, but often the 
arrangements we make to hold schools accountable actually 
get in the way of improving education.

In some ways, this desire to use assessment results achieved 
by individual students to create a high-stakes accountability 
system is understandable. There is now quite strong evidence 
that the presence of a high-stakes accountability system raises 
student achievement by the equivalent of as much as an extra 
two months’ learning each year.1 However, in every single 
instance in which high-stakes accountability systems have 
been implemented, adverse unintended consequences have 
significantly reduced, and in many cases have completely 
negated, the positive benefits of such an assessment system.

There are many reasons for these unintended consequences, 
but two are particularly important. The first is that 
accountability systems are rarely fair to teachers and schools. 
In every single country where this has been studied, the 
scores that students get at school depend far more on their 
individual achievement before they went to that school, the 
influence of socio-economic factors, and the support given by 
parents and other family members. For example, in Canada, 
only 11 per cent of the variation in students’ science scores 
in PISA in 2006 was attributable to the school; the rest was 
attributable to factors over which the school had no control.2 
Holding schools and teachers accountable for something 
over which they have little control seems contrary to natural 

ASSESSMENT: THE 
BRIDGE BETWEEN 

TEACHING AND LEARNING 

DYLAN  
WILIAM

1 Wiliam, D. 2010. “Standardized testing and school accountability.” Educational Psychologist, 45(2): 107–122.
2 Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA). 2007. PISA 2006: Science Competences for Tomorrow’s World. Vol. 1. Paris, France: Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development.
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justice, and this is why many teachers and other education 
professionals find the idea of high-stakes accountability 
testing so repugnant. However it is possible to design systems 
of “intelligent accountability” that control for the factors 
over which schools and teachers have no influence, for 
example by taking into account prior achievement, the socio-
economic status of the students, their ethnic background 
and so on.3 When this is done, the traditional ranking of 
schools in terms of their results is generally very different; 
schools that appear to be getting good results are shown to 
be schools who are fortunate to be drawing students from 
affluent communities, while others, with modest results, are 
shown to be making extraordinary progress with students 
from disadvantaged backgrounds.

The second main reason for the unintended consequences 
is that because assessment results can serve a number of 
functions, there is a tendency to use the same assessment 
results to serve a number of functions, ostensibly to save time 
and money, and to reduce the burden of testing on students. 
While this is a laudable aim, using the same assessment 
information to serve different functions brings these 
functions into conflict, and frequently the result is that the 
assessment system serves none of the functions well.

As I see it, the challenge is to create an assessment system 
that is externally referenced, distributed and cumulative. 

The assessment system needs to be externally referenced, so 
that the teacher can honestly say to the student, “These 
are not my standards.” When the authority for the 
standard of achievement that students have to reach does 
not come from the teacher, the teacher is free to be a 
coach, rather than judge and jury. When the assessment 
is distributed across the whole course, the negative effects 
of “teaching to the test” are minimized, because the only 
way to maximize the students’ achievement is to teach all 
the students everything. When the assessment is cumulative, 
there is no incentive for students (and teachers) to adopt a 
shallow approach, because if material is forgotten, it has to 
be learned again, because it is going to be assessed again.

There is no single best way to achieve this ideal of 
an externally referenced, distributed and cumulative 
assessment system, because any assessment system has to 
take account of the culture in which it will be used. Where 
great trust is placed in the professionalism of teachers 
there will be political support for systems that would be 
unpalatable in communities where such trust is lacking. 
The important thing is that the assessment system, as 
far as possible, creates positive incentives for teachers to 
teach well, and for students to study well. Once this kind 
of assessment system is in place, it should fade into the 
background and be unnoticeable, and unremarkable, 
because it would be so well aligned to the rest of the 
system. It would also support teachers and learners in 
focusing their time on the most important function of 
assessment: using assessment to improve what happens in 
classrooms.

ASSESSMENT FOR LEARNING
The idea that assessment should be used to improve 
learning is not new, but recently, many research studies 
have shown that using assessment during teaching, rather 
than at the end of teaching—what is sometimes called 
“formative assessment” or “assessment for learning”—
has a bigger impact on how quickly students learn than 
almost anything else.4

However, there have been many misinterpretations 
of these research findings, which prevent widespread 
adoption of effective practices. Perhaps the most 
widespread misconception is that any assessment that is 
intended to help learning will, in fact, do so. Many schools 
think that collecting data on their students’ progress and 
putting it all into a spreadsheet will help learning. There 
is little or no evidence that this kind of monitoring has 
any impact on students’ learning. At the other extreme, 
another widespread misconception is the idea that because 
a school has adopted formative assessment, there is no 
need to provide students with any indication of where they 
are in their learning. To be sure, giving grades and scores 
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4  For a summary of this research, see Wiliam, D. 2011. “What is Assessment for 
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too frequently will certainly slow down learning, but not 
giving students any indication of whether they are making 
progress is just as misguided. 

Although the terms formative assessment and assessment for 
learning are defined slightly differently by different people, 
there is increasing agreement that assessment improves 
learning when it is used to support five key strategies in 
learning5:

1. Clarifying, sharing and understanding learning 
intentions and criteria for success

2. Engineering classroom discussions, activities and 
tasks that elicit evidence of student achievement

3. Providing feedback that moves learning forward
4. Activating students as learning resources for one 

another
5. Activating students as owners of their own learning

Each of these five strategies has a considerable research basis 
individually; together they provide a structure for ensuring 
that students and teachers work together to harness the 
power of assessment to improve the learning of mathematics.

Of course, how teachers and students do this will vary 
according to the age of the students, the particular 
curricula being followed, and a range of other factors. 
Some techniques for implementing these strategies will 
work for some teachers and not for others. They will work 
with some students, and not others. That is why “what 
works?” is rarely the right question in education; what is 
much more important is “under what circumstances does 
this work?” And because the contexts of classrooms are so 
different, only the teacher is in a position to judge whether 
a particular technique is likely to be effective in a given 
situation. Nevertheless, below I offer one technique for each 
of the strategies that may provide a useful starting point for 
teachers.

1. CLARIFYING, SHARING AND UNDERSTANDING
A middle school math class was embarking on an open-
ended investigative activity in which students were to take a 
number of coins and divide them into two unequal stacks. 
They were then to move enough coins off the taller stack of 
coins to double the height of the shorter stack, and repeat 
the process. Once they could predict what would happen, 
they were to investigate what happened with different 

5  Wiliam, D. 2011. Embedded Formative Assessment. Bloomington, IN: Solution Tree.
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starting combinations. Because the students did not have 
much experience with such open-ended mathematics 
tasks, as a preparatory activity she gave the students four 
anonymized pieces of student work on a different task (the 
number of integer-sided triangles that can be made with 
a given longest side). She chose the four pieces of work to 
represent different levels of quality and asked the students, 
working in groups, to decide whether some of the responses 
were better than others, what was good about the good ones, 
and what was lacking in the less good ones. 

This strategy is particularly effective for two reasons. First, 
actual samples of work are far more effective than rubrics 
or scoring guides in communicating standards to students 
because descriptions of quality often do not mean to students 
what they mean to teachers. Second, students are often much 
better at spotting weaknesses in the work of other students 
than they are in their own, and when they see errors in the 
work of others, are less likely to make the same errors in their 
own work. 

2. ELICITING EVIDENCE OF STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT
A teacher had been working with a middle-school class 
on measurement and observation in science. To check the 
students had understood the main ideas, about halfway 
through the lesson she asked the students the following 
question.6

Janet was asked to do an experiment to find how long it 
takes for some sugar to dissolve in water. What advice 
would you give Janet to tell her how many repeated 
measurements to take?  

A. Two or three measurements are always enough. 
B. She should take five measurements. 
C. If she is accurate she only needs to measure once. 
D. She should go on taking measurements until she 

knows how much they vary.
E. She should go on taking measurements until she 

gets two or more the same. 

Students responded by holding up one finger if they thought 
“A” was correct, two for “B” and so on. Because almost 
all the students gave the correct answer, she decided to 
move on, but made a point of sitting down and providing 
individual help to the three students who had given incorrect 
responses. The important thing here is that it is the quality 
of the incorrect options—each of which is related to well-
known student misconceptions—that allowed the teacher 
to conclude that a correct answer probably indicated a good 
understanding of the issue.

3. PROVIDING FEEDBACK THAT MOVES  
LEARNING FORWARD
A high school English teacher had set a class a writing task 
in which they were asked to respond to a question about 

a Shakespearean play they had read as a class. While the 
teacher has been giving comments rather than grades, she 
still wasn’t happy with the amount of time her students were 
spending on the comments, so she tried a new approach. 
Rather than writing her comments on the students’ essays, 
she wrote them on strips of paper. Each group of four students 
received back their four essays, and the four strips of paper, 
and their task was to “match the comments to the essays.” Her 
guiding principles are that feedback should cause thinking 
and should be more work for the recipient than the donor. 

4. ACTIVATING STUDENTS AS LEARNING  
RESOURCES FOR ONE ANOTHER
Students in a physical education class had been learning how 
to throw a javelin. The teacher gave each pair of students 
a flipcam, and students recorded each other throwing the 
javelin five times. Each student then reviewed their five 
attempts and decided which one was the best. They then 
swapped cameras and decided which of their partner’s five 
throws was the best. Where they disagreed about the best, 
they discussed the reasons for their differences.

5. ACTIVATING STUDENTS AS OWNERS  
OF THEIR OWN LEARNING
A third grade teacher had given a class a homework 
assignment on subtraction with re-grouping. As they came 
into the classroom the following day, students were asked to 
make a contribution to at least one of three flip charts the 
teacher had put up around the classroom. One flip chart bore 
a plus sign (“+”), one bore a minus sign (“-”) and the third 
bore the word “interesting.” 

Students had to indicate something they had found easy 
about the homework task, something they had found hard 
or something they had found interesting. On the minus 
chart one student had written “I don’t understand when you 
borrow which column you borrow from when both are zero.” 
Teachers routinely report that such perceptive self-assessments 
are not unusual, even with young students. By engaging 
students regularly in reflecting on their work, students become 
better at helping the teacher help them. 

As I said at the outset, assessment is the central process in 
teaching. Without assessment there is no interaction—the 
teacher might as well be speaking to a video camera that 
is being relayed to students in a different city. Assessment 
has a role in informing key transitions in education, and 
from education to work, and can play a role in assuring 
society that the money it spends on education is being used 
wisely (actually, it almost always is). But the most important 
assessment happens minute-by-minute and day-by-day in 
every classroom, and that is where an investment of time and 
resources will have the greatest impact on student learning.

Dr. Dylan Wiliam is an emeritus professor of educational assessment at 
University College London.

6  Osborne, J. 2011. “Evidence-based Practice in Science Education (EPSE). Teaching Pupils ‘Ideas-about-Science’: Clarifying Learning Goals and Improving Pupil Performance.” 
Science and Technology Education Unit seminar, London, UK, King’s College London School of Education. 
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The Programme for 
International Student 
Assessment (PISA) 

results have incited education 
ministers and policy-makers 
to either laud or denounce 
their education systems. The 
results have formed the basis 
of countless headlines, some 
of which declare a state of 
educational crisis and call for 
reform. But what is PISA? 
What are its benefits and 
its limitations? What—if 
anything—does it tell us about 
our schools and our children? 
In The Global Education Race: 
Taking the Measure of PISA and 
International Testing, Sam Sellar, 
Greg Thompson and David 
Rutkowski tackle these questions 
as they promote conversations 
about PISA and international 
testing more generally.

As David Berliner and Pasi 
Sahlberg state in the foreword, 
this book “informs and warns, 
but it is neither anti-testing nor 
anti-PISA.” Instead, it promotes informed, critical 
engagement with the discourse and the politics 
surrounding international testing. It achieves this by 
describing and unpacking PISA in a lucid, concise 
and—most importantly—balanced manner.

The monograph frames the issue of international 
testing as a race in which countries participate “in the 
urgency of getting ahead.” In exploring this, Sellar, 
Thompson and Rutkowski quickly hone in on PISA, a 
“globally influential assessment” that tests 15-year-old 
students’ reading, mathematical and scientific literacy. 
They offer a clear description of PISA, its purpose and 
its origins to provide the reader with an important 
access point to the debate on international testing.

The authors provide a roadmap to their book, 
highlighting how they will address such matters as 

the role of media in creating 
stories out of PISA results; 
how the test’s rankings distract 
from other PISA findings; the 
construction of international, large-
scale assessments; difficulties in 
comparing educational systems; 
and validity issues in standardized 
testing. Pervading each section 
of the book is an emphasis on the 
need for careful interpretation of 
assessment results, particularly 
as PISA “shape[s] thinking about 
education around the world.” 

The authors stress that the “power 
of PISA” is inextricable from the 
stories it generates. Specifically, 
they argue that the media and 
leaders in education use PISA 
results to construct different 
narratives that often encourage 
policy change. The media’s 
tendency to focus on rankings 
becomes particularly problematic 
as rankings in fact represent a 
range (because of standard error), 
are limited due to sampling issues 
and “reduce thousands of pages of 

complex analysis into a single idea.” In communicating 
PISA results, the authors suggest, the participating 
countries need to “specify clearly [the assessment’s] 
uses and limitations” and “define the goals of PISA in 
national contexts.”

Noting the need to contextualize international 
assessments and their results, Sellar, Thompson and 
Rutkowski productively consider the effects of culture 
on student performance and on the interpretation 
of PISA data. They also, however, strongly caution 
against constructing causal relationships. For example, 
performance on standardized tests is connected to the 
students’ cultural background and socioeconomic status 
(significantly more than to their schools); yet, this does 
not mean that these factors cause the students to perform 
well or poorly. In a similar vein, the authors warn 
readers to be wary of any connections drawn between 

PISA PUT TO THE TEST
New book promotes informed conversations about international testing

 •   B O O K  R E V I E W  •
LINDSAY  
YAKIMYSHYN

The Global Education Race: Taking the 
Measure of PISA and International Testing. 
Sam Sellar, Greg Thompson and David 
Rutkowski. With a foreword by David C. 
Berliner and Pasi Sahlberg. Edmonton, Alta: 
Brush Education Inc, 2017.
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talking points to enable them to engage confidently in 
conversations about international testing. 

The book’s key selling point is that it does not work to sell 
a particular perspective. Instead, Sellar, Thompson and 
Rutkowski outline key considerations related to PISA to 
improve data literacy and to encourage readers to think 
critically about and contribute to debate on PISA and 
international testing. 

Dr. Lindsay Yakimyshyn is an administrative officer involved in 
research at the Alberta Teachers’ Association.

 •   B O O K  R E V I E W  •

PISA results and a jurisdiction’s economic performance. 

Even as they highlight PISA’s limitations, Sellar, 
Thompson and Rutkowski speak highly of the 
international assessment. In fact, they suggest that 
PISA “is perhaps one of the best efforts that has been 
made to accurately measure educational outcomes.” 
But this praise is followed by a warning: “The positive 
potential of educational measurement is eroded when 
data are gathered and used by one group of people to 
make potentially high-stakes judgments and decisions 
about another group of people.” With this in mind, the 
authors call for technical democracy, with wider and 
more informed debate on international testing. The 
book itself can facilitate such debate.

A useful read for academics, this book engages a 
broader audience and is primarily geared toward 
parents and educators. It equips readers with 
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A cornerstone of the Alberta Teachers’ Association’s 
research activities over the past years has been an effort 
to reconcile the need to build teachers’ assessment 

capacity in the midst of global forces that undermine public 
confidence in teachers’ professional judgment and their 
collective autonomy while advancing misguided policies that 
diminish the quality of students’ learning and school life. 

Globally, the growing focus on data gathering, powered by 
increasingly pervasive technologies, is a distraction from 
sound school-based assessment practices. Increasingly we see 
that a composite number from an accountability measure 
tells very little about a school and the learning that is actually 
occurring there. This trend has been amplified by the growing 
influence of international organizations that continue the drive 
to generate indicators of performance through data analytics 
and data banks. While the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD) is the most prominent 
player in this regard, the United Nations, the World Bank, the 
European Commission, as well as private consulting entities 
like Pearson and McKinsey continue the drive for “big data” 
and the commercialization of education.

Yet it is the OECD’s Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA)—which measures the reading, 
mathematical and scientific literacy of 15 year olds around 
the world—that has become the equivalent of an educational 

“GPS or a global positioning system, that aims to tell 
policymakers where their education systems place in a global 
grid and how to move to desired destinations” (Sahlberg, 2016). 

As Sahlberg and others have illustrated, the limitations of 
datafication and the big data movement are evident as policy-
makers confuse correlation with causation, too often rushing to 
find quick-win strategies through “policy borrowing” (Shirley, 
2016), contributing little to student success while adding to the 
intensification of teachers’ work. The results of the drive to 

create big data infrastructures and international benchmarking 
are evident as we look at the critical influences shaping teachers’ 
assessment practices that have been documented in a number of 
research studies: 

• It is estimated that, in classrooms across Canada, 10 per 
cent of class time is now devoted to test preparation. As 
well, Alberta teachers report that the time spent gathering 
and reporting student data (15 hours out of a 60-hour work 
week) is the second most significant source of work intensifi-
cation, second only to the effort needed to support students 
with special needs. Driving much of this is the growing use 
of digital reporting tools whose benefits remain unproven 
yet have contributed to increased workload and decreased 
professional autonomy. Consider that 93 per cent of Alberta 
teachers have had little or no input into selecting the digital 
tools they are using.  

• While Alberta’s student population is becoming more 
complex and diverse, accountability policies are increas-
ingly narrow and unresponsive. The result has been that 
the focus on standardization has failed to close the gaps for 
the most vulnerable Alberta students (Gariepy, Spencer 
and Couture 2009). Accelerating this trend is the increas-
ing tendency of school authorities to mandate the use of 
unproven and ill-designed standardized assessment tools 
such as the government’s Grade 3 Student Learning As-

sessments or jurisdiction-mandated tools that offer little 
to build assessment capacity and diminish the trust in the 
professional judgment of teachers. 

• The push for the production and gathering of standard-
ized testing data and benchmarking too often represents 
a misguided response to a phantom menace such as the 
so-called math crisis trotted out by the Alberta government 
last fall, which is a distraction from addressing the systemic 
obstacles to learning such as readiness to learn and poverty. 

SCHOOL-BASED ASSESSMENT IS  
AN ALTERNATIVE TO DATAFICATION

 •   R E S E A R C H  R O U N D U P   •
J-C
COUTURE

While Alberta’s student population is becoming more complex and diverse, 
accountability policies are increasingly narrow and unresponsive.
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 •   R E S E A R C H  R O U N D U P   •

“WE ARE MORE THAN YOUR EVIDENCE” 
In a recent workshop tied to the Association’s international 
partnership in mathematics involving students, teachers 
and school leaders from Norway, Alberta and Ontario, 
participants were given the task of reflecting on their 
experiences in the math classes they had shared over the 
course of their school visits. One group summed up their 
palpable sense of frustration with the focus on testing and the 
churn of data collection and standardization by designing a 
T-shirt with the slogan, “We are more than your evidence.” 
Our partnership continues to explore ways to shift teaching 
and learning in mathematics that include defining success in 
broader ways that recognize the individual gifts and talents of 
all students. 

At a system level we need a different path in considering what 
counts as student success. This should include a model of rich 
accountabilities that is much broader in scope, encompassing 
authentic community engagement informed by research. 
In consultation with researchers from around the world the 
Association has articulated a new path: Recounting Student 
Success—Rethinking Educational Accountability for Public Assurance 
in Alberta (ATA 2017). As this discussion paper suggests, it is 
essential that the government bring stakeholders together to 
engage Albertans in exploring options for a new approach 
to educational accountability, one that reflects emerging 
promising research internationally and here at home 
regarding effective structures that will support the aspirations 
of Alberta’s public education system.

Ideally a renewed approach to accountability will rely on 
an ongoing exchange of open and transparent information 
between the school and the larger community. In this 
approach, the school receives information about what is 
important to the community. In turn, the community values 
what is happening in the school. Models of this work, which 
offer real promise, have been in place both as Association-
sponsored pilot projects, as well as those in practice in 
jurisdictions such as the Netherlands, California and Scotland. 

The Association looks forward to the opportunity to work 
with government to develop a community-focused model of 
rich accountabilities that reflects the kind of Albertans we 
aspire to become. Central to this work will be a shift away 
from a focus on datafication and “big data” that mistakes 
standardization with high standards. Enhancing school-
based assessment capacity by supporting exemplary teaching 
practice offers the most promising path ahead. 

REFERENCES
Alberta Teachers’ Association (ATA). 2017. Recounting Student 
Success—Rethinking Educational Accountability for Public Assurance in 
Alberta. Edmonton, Alta: ATA. 

Love learning! Design your future.

http://selfdesigninstitute.org

GRADUATE INSTITUTE

A Master of Arts 
in SelfDesign 

for emerging and 
experienced educators



ATA MAGAZINE  •  SUMMER 201738

testing could be returned to its 
original structure—a sampling 
of students. With a small number 
of multiple choice questions, it’s 
silly to believe that student success 
is achieved on a certain learning 
objective by answering a single 
multiple-choice question correctly 
(or the opposite—that the student 
does not know or is not able to do 
something because the student got 
a single multiple-choice question 
wrong). A redesigned provincial 
testing program would be an 
important component of a model of 
public assurance.

Another important component 
to public assurance—the key, in 
fact—is teacher assessment of 
students. What actually happens 
in classrooms—what teachers see 
and their professional judgments of 
students form the richest and most 
detailed assessment information 
that’s available—so this needs 
more emphasis. Forms of teacher 
assessment should be celebrated, 
not attacked, such that teachers’ 
professional judgment is valued. 
And given that this model would 
elevate the significance of teacher 
assessment, it should also involve 
providing teachers with systematic 
skills training that is targeted on 
further developing their assessment 
capacity. 

And that’s not all. Since a public 
assurance model produces richer 
and more robust information 
than any accountability model, 
the system should incorporate the 
learnings from public assurance to 
the benefit of schools and students. 

A public assurance model should 
also incorporate opportunities 

Everyone knows that Alberta 
is in the midst of building a 
new K–12 curriculum and 

that this initiative has generated a 
lot of conversation. But side by side 
with curriculum change we should 
be talking about assessment—how 
to assess the curriculum that’s 
being built in Alberta—as we need 
to shift from our current outdated 
accountability model, which uses 
a narrow range of measures, to 
a more robust model of public 
assurance. Here at the Alberta 
Teachers’ Association, such a 
switch has been on our to-do list for 
years, but it’s only recently that the 
government has shown any interest.

If a move toward a public assurance 
model was done properly, we 
could see a shift away from the 
overwhelming emphasis on existing 
standardized testing to a much 
broader model that would include 
more appropriate provincial 
testing and assessment of students 
conducted by teachers. It would 
be based on trust in the teaching 
profession, emphasize professional 
responsibility and focus on attaining 
system excellence and equity.

From where I sit, the existing 
accountability model would 
require some significant changes. 
For instance, we would want to 
design new approaches to diploma 
examinations. Multiple choice 
tests alone may be inadequate for 
the purposes of public assurance. 
Exit tests should be designed based 
on the learning outcomes to be 
measured. We would also need to 
review other forms of provincial 
testing so the nature of the tests was 
consistent with their purpose. For 
example, provincial achievement 

for teachers to collaborate across 
schools and school systems, enabling 
them to see the professional 
judgment of other teachers in 
action, learn from colleagues 
across the system and offer their 
contributions to others. Ideally, an 
action research approach would tap 
into especially good examples of 
student success.

A school has its own community, so 
it’s important to identify what makes 
a successful school, which means 
the development of school-based 
measures or indicators of student 
progress. A school in the inner 
city will have different challenges 
than a school in the suburbs, and 
the public assurance model should 
reflect those challenges and realities.

Breaking down the old 
accountability model is long 
overdue. Its replacement, a much 
better model of public assurance, 
would be a major advantage to the 
system, as it would be more reliant 
on teacher professional judgment, 
involve better and redesigned 
provincial testing models, be 
dedicated to improving the 
assessment capacity of teachers and 
make more meaningful use of the 
results it generated.

I’m getting testy that such a good 
idea is still at the conversation stage, 
but there finally appears to be 
interest from government in moving 
it forward. It’s about time—school 
by school and systemwide, a public 
assurance model could truly make a 
difference.

 •   T H E  S E C R E T A R Y  R E P O R T S   •

GETTING TESTY ABOUT PUBLIC ASSURANCE

GORDON
THOMAS
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components of the assessment 
equation, right? If only.

This seemingly simple equation 
suddenly gets very complicated 
when you factor in that some view 
assessment through a systemic lens, 
approaching it with questions like 
“how is our system doing?” and 
“how does it stack up against other 
systems?” That’s a whole different 
ball game, and it greatly influences 
how we answer the key question 
that’s always being asked about 
assessment: how should we do it?

The dictionary definition of 
assessment suggests that it involves 
some form of social interaction 
between a “doer” (student) and 
an “assessor” (teacher). This is 
the essence of the educational 
experience that takes place between 
students and their teachers. 
And just as teacher–student 
interaction can be highly varied 
and personalized, there are so 
many different ways in which 
teachers assess their students. 
Assessment for learning, assessment 
of learning, discussion, student 
demonstrations, oral presentations, 
written assignments, quizzes, tests 
and observation are just a few of 
these ways. I readily admit that 
this is not an exhaustive list, but 
I generated this list after just a 
brief consideration, which further 
emphasizes my point that the 
“how” aspect of assessment can be 
highly varied.

But even knowing how a student is 
assessed doesn’t fully complete the 
equation. I recall an idea shared 
by popular American author and 
lecturer Alfie Kohn, who said 
that it’s worthless to ask whether 

Throughout the movie 
The Princess Bride, master 
swordsman Inigo Montoya 

repeatedly utters the line, “You keep 
using that word. I do not think it 
means what you think it means!” In 
recent years this quote has become a 
popular meme on social media, and 
I couldn’t help but recall it when I 
began collecting ideas for this column 
about assessment. That’s because 
my experience has shown me that 
assessment means different things to 
different people. 

According to the Oxford online 
dictionary, the formal definition 
of assessment is “the evaluation or 
estimation of the nature, quality, or 
ability of someone or something,” 
and one of the examples given is “the 
assessment of educational needs.” 
This meaning seems straightforward 
enough, and I’ll bet that most people 
associated with education could come 
up with a reasonable facsimile if 
called upon, but ask them why, how, 
by whom and for whom and hold 
onto your hat, as a hodge-podge of 
assessment opinions are sure to fly.

Assessment is a core responsibility of 
Alberta teachers, particularly given 
that the province’s School Act requires 
that teachers assess, record and report 
student progress to parents. At the 
root of this responsibility is the main 
question that’s on the mind of every 
parent: “How is my child doing?” 
Naturally, parents want to know this 
and, according to the act, they have 
the legal right to know. Of course, 
teachers and students themselves also 
have a vested interest in monitoring 
progress as children move along in 
their K–12 experience.

So that answers the why and for whom 

students are improving unless we 
also ask “at what?” Taking this 
idea a step further, it follows that 
it’s fruitless to debate how to assess 
student improvement without 
including a teacher’s input regarding 
the “at what” question. 

Discussion about assessment is vital 
and should include teachers, parents 
and students. Student learning is 
helped when students understand 
what will be assessed and how.

It is within this context that I often 
engage in conversations about 
standardized assessment. Simple 
one-off tests offer limited insight into 
student learning, yet are held in very 
high regard. They are valued even 
though they never ask, let alone 
answer, the “at what” question. I 
believe that student assessment is 
very different from standardized 
testing and sweeping assumptions 
should not be made based on these 
results.

As illustrated by the various articles 
in this issue of the ATA Magazine, 
student assessment is a very 
complex issue that can be viewed 
through a variety of lenses, but for 
me the very core of this subject is 
encapsulated in this simple belief: 
the act of teaching and learning 
(and the evaluation that takes place 
therein) is best kept in the hands of 
the teachers who work daily with 
students. Simply put, if you want to 
know how a child is doing, ask her 
teacher! Engage in conversations 
that answer the questions, “What is 
my child being evaluated on? How 
is she being assessed?” With this 
information in hand, you will then 
be in a position to ask, “How is my 
child doing?”

ASSESSMENT: WHAT DO YOU THINK IT MEANS?

 •   F R O M  T H E  P R E S I D E N T   •
MARK
RAMSANKAR
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The Role of the Superintendent and 
the Teaching Profession 
This report examines the 
role of the superintendent, 
specifically as it relates to the 
teaching profession in Alberta. 
The report represents the 
culmination of two years of 
work and the contributions 
of the Committee on 

Superintendents in the Teaching Profession and an 
expert panel of provincial, national and international 
researchers. By investigating the role of the 
superintendent, stakeholders can work toward a better 
understanding of leadership in education to address 
present practice and future needs.

PRISM Secondary Edition
PRISM is an acronym for 
Professionals Respecting and 
supporting Individual Sexual 
Minorities. The PRISM 
Secondary Edition toolkit was 
created by practicing Alberta 
teachers to help secondary 
schools promote safe and 
supportive spaces for sexual 

and gender minorities. This teacher resource has been 
developed in collaboration with Alberta Education 
as a result of the popularity of the PRISM Elementary 
Edition for elementary students, originally published 
in 2014. The PRISM Secondary toolkit includes lesson 
plans for teachers of all core subjects and many options 
that tie directly to curricular outcomes in the Alberta 
program of studies for grades 7 to 12.
(PD-80-15e, 2016 10, 152 pp)

Rich Accountabilities for Public 
Assurance: Moving Forward 
Together for a Great School for All 
How do we define school 
success? Based on research 
partnerships with Finland, 
New Zealand, Australia and 
Norway, the ATA is committed 
to broadening the definitions 
of school success—not an 

accountability pillar, but rather rich accountabilities 
that give an account of what really matters in Alberta 
schools.
(COOR-114 2016 05)

ASSESSMENT WORKSHOP AVAILABLE
The Professional Development program area of the 
Alberta Teachers’ Association offers a workshop entitled 
Assessment—Building the Bridge from Teaching to Learning.

During this workshop, participants explore three 
questions related to the multiple roles that teachers take 
on during the assessment cycle, such as planner, coach 
and judge.

• How do we plan assessment with the end in mind?
• How do we support the learner to successfully meet 

curricular outcomes?
• How do we ensure the credibility of our 

judgments?

By engaging in a variety of activities, workshop 
participants reflect on their assessment practices and 
consider how to use assessment effectively to support 
student learning.

The workshop is available in English as a full- or half-
day session.

For information on booking an ATA workshop, visit 
www.teachers.ab.ca or contact Professional Development 
at 1-800-232-7208 or pdworkshops@ata.ab.ca.

NEW ATA PUBLICATIONS
Check out the latest publications from the Alberta Teachers’ 
Association. To order your copy of the Association’s newest 
publications, email distribution@ata.ab.ca.

Creating a Compassionate Classroom  
This mental health reference 
booklet is now available in 
French.

Empathie et bienveillance à l’école
Empathie et bienveillance à 
l’école est un livret de référence 
destiné aux enseignants qui 
traite des besoins en matière de 

santé mentale de leurs élèves. Le système de soutien en 
place dans l’école est le facteur le plus important dans la 
résolution d’un problème de santé mentale chez l’élève, 
et les enseignants y contribuent de façon importante. Ce 
livret fournit aux enseignants des renseignements relatifs 
aux problèmes de santé mentale les plus courants, des 
outils pour identifier les élèves ayant besoin de soutien, 
ainsi que des ressources qui les aideront à orienter ces 
élèves vers des professionnels de la santé mentale.
(COOR-79eF 2017 02, 40 pp)

 •   T E A C H E R  W A R E S   •
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The OH Ranch Grade 5 Education Program 
supports Alberta Education’s Social Studies and 
Science curriculum outcomes. 

Visit an authentic, working cattle ranch 
immersing your students in Alberta’s history 
and western culture.

To register, or for more information  
about any of the Calgary Stampede  
youth programs please contact 
youthprograms@calgarystampede.com

Experience agriculture like it’s never been 
taught before. Attend a field trip at Stampede 
Park! Up to 70 students can participate in a 
one-day field trip at the Agrium Western Event 
Centre located on Stampede Park. Journey 
2050 complements curriculum and provides 
the critical thinking skills needed to address 
sustainability issues for Grades 7-12.

To register, or for more information visit  
www.journey2050.com
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