
Volume 16, Number 3 The Coalition of Essential Schools June 2000

HOR£a£JE

What's not on the

test? Teachers,

students, and

parents are drawing
new attention to the

vital skills and

habits that rnost

state tests ignore-
and askingfor more
and richer ways to
show what they
have learned.

BY KATHLEEN CUSIIMAN

High Standards for Essential
Learning Demand a Mix of Measures

A GROUP OF NEW JERSEY

fourth-graders spreads a map on
the floor and calculates with a bar

scale how far they must travel to

reach Death Valley. They will use
the in formation in the making of an
animated film on national parks,
including detailed material on their
ecology, geography, and cultures.

At a large suburban high school

near San Francisco, students spend

weeks researching the school facili-
ties crisis that faces not only their
own area but the whole state of

California. The project concludes
with a trip to Sacramento, where
students lobby legislators to enact

solutions they propose.
In a year-long project required

before graduation, seniors outside
Seattle each choose a subject of
intense personal interest, from
observing gorilla communities to
sound engineering technology.
Guided by an outside mentor, they
research their topics; apply what
they learn by creating a product,
service, system, or event; then
defend and reflect on their learning
in a public presentation.

What do we hope students learn

from projects like these? How good
ic the guirlenrg thAE they are leprn-

ing it? The answers are vital-
because in the energy, engagement,
and hard work of these students

and many more like them, we can
find clues to knowledge that

remains unrecognized by the
assessments most of the nation's

districts and states currently use.
Teachers in Essential schools

around the country are quick to

reply to the first question. Using

words like critical thinking, problem-
solving, communication, teamwork,

and persistence, they describe
"habits of mind" that cut across

narrowly academic disciplines.
Though students must know and
use subject-area content to carry out
these tasks, their success depends
even more on competency in these

broader, cross-cutting skills.

But to the second question-
how good is the evidence of
student learning?-the answer is
far less clear. What students learn

through such thoughtful work does
not usually show up on the kind of
large-scale standardized test now
common in virtually every district
and state.

It's Not on the Test

In the early days of the standards
movement, states typically prom-
ised to hold schools accountable for

student achievement in a number

of ways. But because it can seem

simpler and cheaper to use test
scores alone, most states are now

phasing in high-stakes standard-
ized tests as the sole indicator of

whether students and schools are

up to snuff.

For students denied promotion
or graduation on the basis of those
tests-as well as for teachers who
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can lose their jobs, and schools that

can face closing and "reconstitu-
tion"-that decision has serious

consequences. As it grows harder to
justify anything that takes time
away from test preparation, many
teachers have given up project work

entirely. Instead, they focus the cur-
riculum strictly on the tests-often

using drills and worksheets sold by
the testing companies themselves.

Alarmed by this trend, those
who value the richly contextualized
tasks that cross academic disciplines
are increasingly realizing the need

to assess, document, and report to
the public what students are learn-

ing from such work. And they are

also becoming more astute in mak-
ing the political case for a mix of

meaningful measures to demon-
strate significant student learning.

What Knowledge Endures?

After students presented an impres-
sive biology project on tide pools to
an audience at a coastal California
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school, the moment of truth came

for Kate Jamentz, who directs the
Western Assessment Collaborative

at the U.S. regional education labo-
ratory in San Francisco, known as
WestEd.

"So what do these kids know

when they move to Montana?" one
mother asked in the discussion that

followed.

The question, says Jamentz, goes
to the heart of the quandary that
faces teachers in an era of informa-

tion overload and multiple-choice
standardized tests.

"We need to identify the endur-

i,tg kilowledge in these projects," she
declared at "Competencies That
Count," a March 2000 conference

held in Oakland, California.

Jointly sponsored by the
Coalition of Essential Schools and

Jobs for the Future, a national orga-
nization that focuses on community-
connected learning, the meeting
brought together secondary teach-
ers from around the country.

Looking closely at assignments

2

and student work, they compared
notes on how they teach and assess
content, skills, and habits that tran-
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scend particular subject areas.
the tide pool project, they

agreed, provides students specific
knowledge about marine bi(dogy.
But jt also gives them vitaj training
in scientific investigation, data
analysis, presentation methods, and
even teamwork-all of which could
apply just as easily to the somewhat
different environmental questions
that might come up in a clarciom
in Montana.

Bunding this kind of enduring
knowledge requires skills and
habits of mind difficult to measure

in standardized ass.essments, these

teachers noted. But to capture evi-
ilenee of 5,uch learning, they needed
trw ways to observe, assess, and
document it.

At Henry M. Jackson High
School north of Seattle, for example,
Judith C;ray wanted her ninth-grade
cience students to understand not

only the theories that explain the
physical world, but also how scien-
tific knowledge builds as people in
each era Heek out and correct fallaci-

es in prevailing theories. Drawing
c)11 a wiggestic,n in Neil lostman's
1996 book 7'/ir End of Lducatioii,
Gray daigned a performance task
for her final take-home exam.

"Describe five significant scien-
ti fic errors scientists have made, as
well as why these were errors, who
made them, and who was mainly
responsible for correcting them,"
she told her students. For extra

credit, they could pc)int out an error
made in correcting the error, sug-
ges[ a possible error in current
thinking about science, or describe a
possible error in one of their own
firm beliefs.

As students explained errors and
corrections from Galileo to Hubble,
1),irwin to Einstein, continental drift
to the ionosphere of Mars, Gray got
a gockl sense of the science each un-
derstc)oil, and of what it would take

to move their uncler:standing along.
And students learned not only the
scientific facts, but the enormous

imp,ict that individuals can wield
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when they question-in any field of
knowledge-the assumptions that
"everybodv knows."

Accountability Is Local
Once teachers like Gray have clearly
defined the mix of content knowl-

edge and habits of mind they most
want students to acquire, they can
arrange both instruction and assess-
ment around those pri ori ties. But
most statii also make students take

btandardiz(id tests in an array of
subjects. When their high stakes
narrow curriculum to what will be

tested, they can throw a wrench
int< , teachers' efforts to nurture
Essential school habits of mind.

With this in mind, CES's region-
al Center iii Maine is working with
four Essential high schools to
dovetail state tests with a ground-
brea king system of learner-
centered accountability."

Maine has its own standardized

assessments to test its Learning
Results, which consist of broad out-
comes in the form of "guiding prin-
ciples" (valuing habits of mind) and
content and performance standards
in eight areas. But local assessments
count for far more than state tests jn

decisions about promotion and

graduation. In Maine's tiny districts,
the school itself typically remains

the most important arbiter of
student progress.

"Our Learner-Centered Accoun-

tability project asks each school to
jdentify which of the Learning
Results they consider most vital,"
savs David Ruff, who directs the
CES Center at the Southern Maine

Partnership. "Then we help them
create assessments of students'

progress, toward meeting those."
Teachers of the same subject at a

particular grade level (like high
school U.S. history) agree on a set of
vital outcomes for all students. Then

they devise common assessments to
ensure that all students master

certain basic material. Individual

classroom teachers may tailor addi-
tional assessments to suit their own

course emphases.
At yet another level, schools use

portfolios or exhibitions to assess
broader habits and skills, such as

communication. These may be
linked to a course or not, as with a

senior project. (See sidebar, page 4.)
"The state tests serve as a validi-

ty check," Ruff says. "If we believe
our students can read well, for
instance, and state tests tell us they
can't, we check out where the prob-

Valid and Reliable? Test Your Own Task

Teachers who like to use activities or projects to bring instruction to life may
also assume that such activities make valid and reliable assessments of what a
student understands. Not necessarily, warns Grant Wiggins in his 1998 book,
Educative Assessment-but it's simple to check, using these tw6 questions:

1. Could the student do well at the task for reasons that have little to do
with the desired understanding or skill being tested?

2. Could the student do poorly at the task for reasons that have little to do
with the desired understanding or skill?

If either answer is yes, Wiggins says, either the task is an invalid measure or the
evidence it produces will be insufficient or misleading. Instead, before design-
ing an assessment the teacher should state precisely:

• What new skills and knowledge the student should be able to
demonstrate.

• What constitutes the necessary evidence of that learning.
• Where one must look for that evidence.
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lem lies. It may lie with the state or
local assessment, or the student
may simply have taken the tes,t on a
bad day. This puts the focus of
accountability where it belongs: in
the school and community."

Standards of the Real World

As Maine's example shows, part of
any accountability effort involve.
teachers and communities deciding
which "competencies"-among the
huge number outlined in different
sets of standards-are most impor-
tant to a student's future success.

Many teachers at the CES-JFF con-

ference brought examples of hold-
jng students not just to strictly acad-
emic standards, but to professional
criteria used in the real world.

"The more meaningful the task
in the community," noted Anne
Purdy, who coordinates senior
internships at Central Park East
Secondary School in New York
City, "the more likely it is that
legitimate external partners can
validate the learning involved."

At her school, older students

complete 100-hour internships that
culminate in a "service learning
portfolio" required for graduation.
If they choose to count this as one of

Graduation Standards Go Public: A Different Way
How can a school ensure that its graduates are meeting community standards?

Seniors at Maine's Yarmouth HighSchool help teachers design a year-long semi-
nar course that explores a series of interdisciplinary topics (like "race, culture,
and identity") from the perspectives of science and humanism. Working alone
and in groups, they read and discuss texts and pursue their individual research.

At a culminating "roundtable exhibition," each student formally presents
work from the course, as well as a reflective cover letter, to a panel of teachers,
students, and community members. While the panelists are evaluating their
presentations and coverletters, students receive two new articles to read. To end
the afternoon, in a final public test of thestudents' cridcal reacting ar,dthjit;ing,
audience members engige them in an impromptu discussion.ofthe articles they
have just read. An,68gthe suggestedquestions they ask *tudents:

• What are the author'smain points?
• What evidence does the author use to support these main points?
• Can you characterize the authofs viewpoint?
• Why should we care about the issues the author discusses?
• What is your viewpoint on this issue? What evidence supports it? .
• What connections do you see between the issues here and other areas?
• What might happen if the author's recommendations were implemented?

If they are not?

* Do you have recommendations? What might their consequences be?
Panelists play an important role in assessing the cover letter (for cofitent,

organization, style, and mechanics), the presentation (forcontent, organization,
and·delivery),»and the impromptu discussion (for substance and d#¥26*The
audimkts rble, say.teachers AJan Hall and Craig I.epine,is t6'move'thestudent's
lea*g*rw*d 6*<g outthe studenes ability to hink cl#dy*d make

ff'Wh#tdoyouaeelfill15 work and this discussion?" they astdthipane.f"How -
does*fltwithwhat you tillnk ishigh-quality graduation-levelwoik?" If*4 -..
groupagtees that tl*presentationneeds more worktoqualify, facilitators have·
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five "major" portfolios the>' defend
in juried presentations, st·udents
also develop a substantial project
deriving from their workplace
experience.

Working in the community rela-
tions office of Mount Sinai Hospital,
for instance, senior Lynette Gonza-
lez created a bilingual newsletter
aimed at reducing prenatal and
early childhood exposure to toxic
substances among community resi-
dents. Lynette researched and wrote
informative articles on pest manage-
ment, lead, head lice treatments,
and PCB contaminants in fish. Then

she laid out the newsletter, using
desktop publishing techniques and
meeting deadlines. "It felt like an
endless process," she wrote in one
journal entry. But by her last day on
the job she and her supervisor both
assessed the newsletter as a success.

Another student, Naimah Mar-
tin, worked with the Educational

Video Center to produce a docu-
mentary on teenagers coping with
death. Her portfolio included
detailed assessments of not only the
sound production, research, inter-
viewing, and directing skills she
mastered along the way, but also
Naimah's skills in collaboration,

listening, and concentration. Finally,
because Central Park East assesses

all graduation portfolio presenta-
tions according to schoolwide cross-
cutting standards, Naimah's project
was scrutinized for its viewpoint,
connections, evidence, voice, and
com'enhons.

The presence of adults who can
mentor students in real-world stan-

dards for high-quality work makes
an enormous difference in projects
like these. Coached by graduate stu-
dents from the University of Calif-
ornia, for example, students at Oak-
land Technical High School carried
out a six-week urban design project
in a neighborhood near their school.
(See sidebar, page 5.)

They began by mapping their
community, getting familiar with
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planning and design terminology
and exploring local history by inter-
viewing residents. Then they creat-
ed a detailed physical survey of the
area surrounding a local subway
stop, and teams of students assessed
the neighborhood's politics and
economy. After presenting their site

analyses to each other, they hejd a
design "charrette," pcx,ling their
obscrvations and ideas to create a

viable plan complete with a finan-
cial feasibility analysis. Ultimately,

the students presented their plan to
a jury of city officials and planning
profeshionals

in Fort Lauderdale, Florida,

Stranahan High School runs a six-
week summer "science research

institute" in which students conduct

field studies on actual envircinmen-

tai projects from fire management to
wetlands regeneration. Mentored

by environmental scientists, they
obtain samples, use professional

methods to analyze field and lab
data, summarize current research in

writing, and present their work
before local county audiences. The

program has won such praise that
Stranahan is seeking ways to con-

duct others like it during the year.

Assessing Rigor and Habits

After spending two days in critique
of projects like these, the educators

gathered at the CES-JFF conference

agreed on several elements crucial
to ensuring that student tasks and

assessments expect both rigor and

the habits of lifelong learners:

1. Tasks should involve research

that expands a student's ability to
ask questions and seek answers.

2. Throughout the task, students
should have adult coaches who can

help them understand what high

quality looks like in the areas the
task involves.

3. Tasks should build in student

revision, following critical feedback

froni key audiences, and continuing
until the work meets the appropri-
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Community, Politics, and the Neighhottiood

Embedding assessment into classroom instruction entails setting dear
objectives for what students will be learning, and then designing both activmies
that will get them thereand ways to tell whether they did. if teachersdo this

they can use class discussions and project work as a means of assessing what
their students know without using conventional tests.

In this 90-minute class from a six-week urban designproject focusing on
their own Oakland, California neighborhood, for example, high school students
are learning economics principles through action. The legein aims:

• To provide an overview of economic djsparities and their impacts on
neighborhoods and conununities

• To explain the conceptofthe income multiplier, and how it affects a local
economy.

• To consider different interests involved in the development process.
• To discuss how a bank determines risk.

• To investigate causes, effects, and potential solutions.

Studentsdiscusshow goodsand services are distributed in distressed com-
munities, including how retail and dommercial clients--such as the Oakland
Raiders or the d6wntown ice rink-make decisions on where they wililocate.
To understand the multiptier effect of circulating capital locally, they use dia-
grams of money flow (to employees, to sales tax, to national headquarters, etc)
and explore the trade-offs between national chain stores and locally owned
businesses. To prompt student inquiry and assess their understanding of these
economic principles, teachers note theiranswers to questions like these

• Where do most people in your neighborhood buy gr6ceries?
• What are the benefits of having a supermarket in your neighborhood?
• What do you think happens to the money you spend ata supermarket?
• How couldyou get those benefits, but keepmore money in the local

economy?

For more information about*he Urban Plan project curricidum, contact Patricia Clark
by e-mail at pdark@acoe.k12.co.us..

ate expectations.
4. Some means of follow-up

should seek to determine what

learning endures after the task is
finished.

Schools can ratchet up the intel-
lectual rigor and habits they expect,
participants concluded, by requir-
ing student exhibitions backed up
with demonstrated research.

Equally vital, teachers and other
adults must pose hard questions to
students about both the content and

the process of their work. Exem-
plars, too, are "at least as important

as rubrics and project designs," as
one teacher said, "if we want stu-

dents to act as apprentices in any
field of knowledge."

5

In Search of the Right Mix

Qualities like self-reflectiveness,

persistence, creativity, collabora-
tion, and learning by discovery are
difficult to teach and assess by con-
ventional methods, these educators

worried. Equally tricky are the

knowledge and ways of thinking
that do not emerge when a teacher

has one eye on a standardized test.
"You can test a student's recall of

the names of marine organisms, for
example," says Kathy Simon, CES's

director of research and profession-
al development. "But it's rare for a
standardized test to get at what
happens over a whole life cycle and
in an entire ecosystem. What are the
implications if the starfish die off?"
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One Community Action Research Project and the Standards It Met

Eleventh and twelfth grade students in "Academy X," a

leadership and humanities academy at Sir Francis Drake High
School in suburban Marin County, California spent nine

weeks researching the school facilities crisis that faces not only
their own area but the whole state.

Working in groups, the students researched the facilities
problem by meeting with school officials and state policy-

makers and visitins schools. Next, groups prepared a variety
of tools (web sites, videos, written proposals) to publicize the

problem and their proposed solutions. The project concluded

with the students arranginga trip to Sacramento (complete
with press coverage), where they lobbied legislators to enact

their suggestions.
lhe essential question for Academy X's year of learning

was: What do I need to know in order to effect positive change

in my community, my school, and myself?" says Bob Lenz,
one of a team of social studies, English, and Workplace

Learning teachers who led the project, known as Community
Action Research Go! (or CARGO). "We wanted students to have

a real world context for their study of government, ec(}nomics,
and oral and written communication."

Some of the project's other goals for student learning:

• An understanding of the legislative process by trying to

access the California State Legislature.

• An application of the economic principles of scarcity,

trade-offs, opportunity costs, investment, economic

growth and long run vs. short run decisions through the

defense of their proposals to the legislature.

• A context for reflection on the power and pitfalls of col-
laborative problemsolving and community action.

• Persuasive writing and speaking to a real audience about
an issue the student finds relevant or meaningful.

• An introduction to the field-study and problem-based

learning models students would soon apply during indi-

vidual internship experiences.
• A meaningful or relevant field trip to the state capitol.

Students were expected to finish their research and "deliver-

ables" at a professional standard, and their products were
assessed using rubrics the students devised. The following

individual and group tasks were also assessed:

Individual:

1. A speech to inform on a community issue with govern-
mental or economic implications. (Rubric for oral presenta-
tion.)

2. A briefresearch analysis of individual research on group
thpic. (Rubric for an investigative report.)
3. A speech to persuada (Rubric for oral presentation.)
4. A.journal of activitesand reflections as work on the pro-
ject progressed. (Feddback using rubrics for group skills

and for time and task management.)
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5. A test of mastery of governmentai and economic terms

and prir*les. (Conventional grading.)

Group:

1. A summary of their research (Exhibition rubric assess-
ing action research, content, defense of argument, and oral
presentation skills.)

1 The product or arrangements they agreed to make.
(Rubrics designed by the students.)

Students spent two 90-minute periods weekly for nine
weeks (a total of 14 hours) on the project, as well as out-of-
class time as necessary. In the process, Lenz believes, they met
both broad and specific standards set by their state and dis-
trict, having to do with:

• Understanding and application of economic principles,

concepts, terins, and reasoning.
• The roles and responsibilities of the three branches of

government under the U.S. and state constitutions.

• Effective written and spoken communication to inform
and persuade.

• Reading, viewing, and analysis of material from a vari-
ety of disciplines.

• The use of technology to access information.

• Analysis and problemsolving of current issues from his-
torical, political, and economic perspectives.

• Post-secondary and workplace transition skills and

knowledge.
• Community, social, civic or cultural participation.

In the student's own words, the criteria for success were

considerably more vivid and concrete:

• Did we make it to Sacramento?

• When we were there, did we meet with key decision-
makers?

• Did those decision-makers take our research, conclu-

sions, and recommendations seriously?

• Did we know what we were talking about?

• Did the press cover our visit and our recommendations?

• Did we effect positive change?

"This project could be scaled down, using only the Internet
and the phone for research, desktop publishing for the report,

and a trip to the local government," Lenz points out. "Or it
could be scaled up--perhaps a trip to Washington D.C." He

has compiled the details in a CD-R6M-based portfolio com-
plate with sample student work and rubrics, which he pre-

sented to teachers from around the country at·"Competencies
That Count," a conference sponsored in March 2000 by the
Coalition of Essential Schools and Jobs for the Future, a

Boston-based organization focused on community-connected

learning. For more information about the project, contact Bob
Lenz at blenz@marin112.aus.
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Schools cannot rely on state tests
to assess such crucial elements of

student learning, the teachers gath-
ered in Oakland agreed. Instead,

"We need a mix of pedagogical

styles for kids to learn the range of
knowledge, skills, and ways of
thinking we're looking for," Simon
asserted, "and a mix of measures to

capture them."

Deborah Meier, Vice-Chair of

the Coalition of Essential Schools

and director of the Mission Hill

School in Boston is even more

emphatic. Assessing the learning of
children, she says, requires "a wide
range of tools, always administered

individually, ajongside samples of
real work, plus opportunities; to
check them out with the child and

those who know him or her best."

"If we're talking about assess-
ment for the purpose of 'account-
ability' or certifyjng students as
properly 'ready, "' she adds, "that's

another story." The driver's test

provides an admirabje standard-
ized performance assessment in this
last context, she suggests, conced-

ing that "few intellectual skills lend

The Senior Project: Demonstrating Academics Alongside Life Skills
Schools around the country have turned to Senior Projects
as a way to synthesize and demonstrate a studenfs intellec-

tual as well as life skills.Typically, such projects arise out of
students' individual passions or interests and are mentored
by an outside expert in the field. At Henry M. Jacksbn High
School outside Seattle, students spend an entire year
pulling together their independent projects. A few of Borne
350 projects presented at Jackson High School in 2000:

• A senior girl explored the demands of marathon run
ning, and trained to run a marathon herself.
• A boy with a passion for electronics built his own
sound board, then served as recording engineer for a
local band's CD.

• Fascinated by the interactions of gorilla communities,
one girl observed a gorilla colony weekly at the local
zoo and conducted e-mail interviews with Jane Goodal.

Senior Project is a year-long class at Jackson, and the
work is assessed throughout, with rubrics for each stage.
The May presentation culminates the process, with
students-describing to a jury of Senior Project teacher-

asses#61*lheir guiding questions, research, project activi-
ties, and rdultingleding. Guidelines for each stage are
explicit, ati·folloWs: '.i' - · -2

Preliminary,Steps (Sepiemb* bugh mid-N@embar)
1. Review your lile goals and aspirations, Identify areas

of interest and slibjects that interest you.. i
2. Make initial primary source conta6ts, and investigate

other likely sources.
3. Begin a journal that records activities, observations,

and responses related to your learning.
4. Locate and confirm a mentor 6r instructor and submit

the Mentor/Instructor Correspondence Form and the
Parent Aproval Form.

5. Meet with your mentor to complete the Senior Project

 PrOposal Form ahdAction Plan, then submit it to
yotir Senior Project teacher for approval.

6. Revisetheproposalif necessary.

00*44 d*#*tion,*44*bric#for.Jackson'» Senior Proled
'pr=5*j#kEtobtd *t:*ti}.soentt.toednet,edu/*hoo8*,
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Project Phase I (Annotated Bibliography and Project
Activities) (mid-November through early April)

Step L Preliminary Investigation

1. hvestigate whatyouneedtolcnowinorderto
accomplish your learning goals.

Z Investigate where you can find that information.
Step Il. Guiding Questions

1. Develop questions to guide your information-
ga&ering process

2. Use your guiding questions to gather information
from interviews and other sources.

Step III. Annotations sind Citations
1. Write an annotation for each source that summarizes

the answers to your guiding questions.

Z Evaluate the credibility and usefulness of each source.

3. Cite your sources correctly in MLA style.
Step IV. Project Activities and Documentation

1. Maintain a regular, updated journal recording your

progress.

2. Document your progress in other ways: videotape,

audiotape, photographs, rough drafts, notes, other
preliminary products.

3. Meeti*11*rly with your mehtor for feestback and
:.Eadviddi

4. Submit your documentation of progress,.
5. Complete and submit your project for evaluation.

Presentation Phase (mid-April to mid-May)

1. Prepare an abstract that details.the main points of
your project phase.

2. Prepare a visual or technological component for your
presentation, if appropriate.

3. Preparetheentireoral presentationof yourproject -
4. Practiceyour presentation.
5. Make your presentation to the panel.

Reflective Phase (late May and early June)

1. Writea rough draft of your reflective paper.
2. Revise your paper after feedback and conferencing.
3. Proofread, edit, andpolish yourpaper.

,] . 4. S>:bmit Br\at draft for evaluation. . '
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themselves to this format." Schools

should leave the certifying to
colleges or workplaces, Meier

argues, and concentrate instead on

meeting the learning needs of indi-
vidual students.

Inventing New Methods

In fact, many interesting tries at

assessing competencies that tran-
scend academic areas have

emerged for use in high schools,
community colleges and work-

places, notes Lili Allen, a senic,r
project manager at Jobs for the
Future. She is assembling a "road

map" describing these methcdolo-

Kies, including several in use at
Essential Schcx,ls.

For example, transcripts devel-
oped by California's Transitions

Project and by the New Hampshire
Department of Education focus on

documenting such competencies
for post-secondary institutions and
em-ployers. And the Massachu-

setts Work-Based Learning 14an

has tools to give feedback to stu-

dents in programs that link acade-
mic and career-related classes with

work-based learning.
Schools in Fort Worth, Texas

have tried out the "applied learn-
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ing standards" designed by the

New Standards Project, a partner-

ship between the National Center

on Education and the Economy

and the University of Pittsburgh.
Part of a package of performance
standards that includes English
Language Arts, Mathematics, and
Science, these define skills like

problem-solving and communica-

tion, calling for their integration

and assessment as part of products
or performances associated with
academic assignments.

Finally, New York City's small

Essential high schools are among

many who track data on how their
graduates fare after high school, in
what Theodore Sizer calls "the ulti-

mate assessment." One can learn

much, he points out, from students

whose strengths do not show up

on test scores, but who are doing
well in college and life because of

habits they learned in school.

What Role for State Tests?

More conventional standardized

tests can provide interesting large-

scale data about issues of equity
and access, these teachers agreed.
Some states, for example, test only

literacy and math skills, to identify

programs that fail to give students
equal opportunities to learn. And

teachers at the conference praised

certain state tests for prompting

higher-order thinking.
But all emphatically objected to

systems that reward or punish
students and schools on the basis of

such test scores. Instead, they called

for a balanced assessment system

that could guide their teaching

practice day to day, honoring the

real learning needs of students.
"A baseball coach doesn't look

only at win-loss records when he
works with a team," said Kate

Jamentz. "What would that tell

him? To build his players' skills, he
also needs to observe a lot of other

things about what his players can
and can't do. He needs to see

what's getting in the way of their
scoring, and work on those things
until they're doing better."

It's the relationship between the

"win-loss record" and the diagnos-
tic information that schools most

need today, she asserted. "Other-

wise, we're like a hospital that has
mortality statistics but no X-ray
machines," she said. "We know

who's not achieving, but we don't
know what to do about it." 0
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