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Introduction

While there is ample, and increasing, evidence that assessment for learning can increase student achievement, much less is known about the best ways to support teachers in developing these practices. At some level, the key ideas of assessment for learning would appear to be relevant to all teachers, whether they are just beginning to teach in the context of a pre-service teacher preparation program, or whether they are veterans with twenty or more years’ experience. Certainly we have found that with experienced veterans, breaking habits developed over many years is difficult, but for novice teachers, it may be that the basic classroom processes are so novel, so far from being routinized, that assessment for learning is at least as difficult to develop. We were therefore concerned to explore whether the same professional development would be equally appropriate for those at the beginning of their teaching careers, and for experienced teachers.

A second concern was to develop a range of models that districts could use in implementing “Keeping learning on track” (KLT)—the professional development package that we were developing at ETS. We were aware that a significant contributory factor in the success of the initial assessment for learning projects (e.g., Black, Harrison, Lee, Marshall & Wiliam, 2003) had been the choice and flexibility given to teachers in choosing how to implement assessment for learning, but equally important was that choice had been constrained, so that the focus stayed on assessment for learning—the “tight but loose” metaphor that is the organizing theme for this collection. If teachers benefited from having a menu of options from which to select, then presumably, the same would be true for districts.

To investigate the relevance and feasibility of assessment for learning for beginning teachers, and to explore different kinds of models for district-wide implementation of professional development focused on assessment for learning, for the last three years, we have been conducting a small-scale study in one rural school district in Maryland. To participate in the scheme, teachers had to volunteer as a pair, consisting either of a second-year teacher and her or his “mentor,” or a co-teaching pair (typically, a regular education teacher paired with special education teacher in a co-teaching inclusion setting). This approach cast both the novice and the more experienced mentor in the role of learners. In this chapter, we describe the experiences of the teacher pairs in the first year of the project, drawing on evidence collected at the monthly meetings of the participating teachers and their reflective accounts completed over the pilot year.
Background and context
St. Mary’s County is one of 24 local jurisdictions (23 counties and the City of Baltimore) in the State of Maryland. St. Mary’s County is a peninsula with an area of 372 square miles, and 500 miles of shoreline on the Patuxent River to the north-east, and the Potomac to the south-west. The county has a population of approximately 100,000, and a population density approximately half the Maryland average. The economic activity of the county is diverse, including agriculture, fishing, tourism, and a number of defense-related industries, although the per capita income is within a few dollars of the US average.

In Maryland, school districts are organized on a county basis. St. Mary’s County’s 24 public schools (16 elementary, 4 middle, and 4 high) enroll approximately 17,000 students, with another 3,000 students attending one of the 31 private schools within the county.

The impetus for this project came from a chance meeting between the two authors at the annual Pathwise professional development conference organized by ETS in Philadelphia in June 2004. At the time St. Mary’s County Public Schools (SMPCS) had recently completed the development of a mission statement, which signaled its intention to “establish, maintain, and communicate high expectations for teaching and learning while supporting a tailored approach to system initiatives, based on the needs of individual schools through instructional leadership; standards-based curriculum; analysis of data; systematic and focused staff development; and allocation of resources.” (St. Mary’s County Public Schools, 2004)

In addition, the mission statement committed SMPCS to ensuring that “All instructional decisions will be guided by proven practices and ongoing assessment” and work on the development of an action plan for “Using assessment to guide instruction” was well underway. Since then, the mission statement has evolved to “Know the learner and the learning, expecting excellence in both. Accept no excuses, educating ALL with rigor, relevance, respect, and positive relationships.”  This mission succinctly emphasizes the point that LEARNING above all is the target.  An important starting point for the development of the action plan was the work of and Wiggins and McTighe (2000) and Marzano (2003) in establishing the clear connection between the goals of instruction, designing instruction “backwards” from there, and monitoring the results to provide clear and specific feedback on how to reach the goals. This was combined with the work of Richard Stiggins (Stiggins, 2001; Stiggins, Arter, Chappuis & Chappuis, 2004) on the design of “student-involved” assessments to yield two priority areas in the action plan:

a. Fine-tuning the long-range and daily lesson planning structure to refine practice

b. The creation and use of assessments to guide and inform instructional decision-making

The district’s original focus for “assessments to guide and inform instructional decision-making” had been on what might be termed “medium-cycle” (Wiliam & Thompson, 2007) formative assessment—more or less formal assessment episodes that would yield evidence of student achievement. However, in discussion, the advantages of a focus on short-cycle formative assessment became clear, and a formal decision to begin the project was taken. 

Having agreed a way forward, the next step was to secure support from administrators, by outlining the research base for KLT to a meetings of school and district administrators in December 2005. The project was formally launched in March 2005 with a presentation to 600 SMCPS teachers followed by workshops with the 16 pairs of teachers who had volunteered to be a part of the pilot project. The assignments of the teachers, and their teaching experience (in years) are shown in table 1 (all names of teachers and schools are, of course, pseudonyms).

	Name
	School
	Assignment
	Experience

	Janice
	Birchtree ES
	Kindergarten/Grade 1
	14

	Mandy
	Birchtree ES
	Kindergarten/Grade 1
	1

	Penny
	Hazeltree ES
	Grade 3
	16

	Christopher
	Elmtree MS
	Grade 6 Mathematics
	8

	Mark
	Elmtree MS
	Grade 6 Mathematics
	31

	Bill
	Goldentree HS
	Grades 9-12 Mathematics
	7

	Marcus
	Goldentree HS
	Grades 9-12 Mathematics
	36

	Sophie
	Goldentree HS
	Grades 9-12 Art
	1

	Darlene
	Goldentree HS
	Grades 9-12 Art
	8

	Diana
	Goldentree HS
	Grades 9-12 Media
	30

	Jennifer
	Goldentree HS
	Grades 11-12 English
	20

	Tricia
	Goldentree HS
	Teacher for the Deaf
	4

	Marian
	Gingko ES
	Teacher for the Deaf
	3

	Claire
	Gumtree ES
	Grade 3
	10

	Juliet
	Gumtree ES
	Grade 3
	6

	Margaret
	Linden MS
	Grades 6-8 IRT
	7

	Pamela
	Linden MS
	Grade 6 Mathematics
	3

	Joe
	Maple MS
	Grade 8 Language Arts
	20

	Lacey
	Maple MS
	Grade 8 Language Arts
	3

	Margarita
	Poplar ES
	Kindergarten
	1

	Rebecca
	Poplar ES
	Kindergarten
	4

	Sally
	Poplar ES
	Grade 2
	25

	Kirstie
	Poplar ES
	Grade 3
	30

	Marcy
	Poplar ES
	Grade 3
	26

	Leanne
	Poplar ES
	Grade 3
	3

	Linda
	Poplar ES
	Grade 5
	

	Moira
	Poplar ES
	Grade 5
	

	Derek
	Peachtree ES
	Grade 5
	7

	Julie
	Peachtree ES
	Grade 5
	1

	Kelly
	Cedar MS
	Grade 7 Social Studies
	7

	Susan
	Cedar MS
	Grade 7 CTE
	6

	Megan
	Willow ES
	Grades K-5 IRT
	18


Table 1: teaching assignments of participating teachers

Through two further meetings in May 2005, teachers learned more about the main ideas of KLT, and refined their action plans, ready for the new school year in September 2005. These meetings were supplemented by a series of readings (e.g., Black & Wiliam, 1998, Leahy, Lyon, Thompson & Wiliam, 2005) and all participating teachers were given a copy of a book describing the experiences of a cohort of British teachers attempting to make similar changes in their practice (Black, Harrison, Lee, Marshall, & Wiliam, 2003).

Teachers also were encouraged to keep reflective logs, although these varied in detail substantially, with some teachers contributing only a few lines each month, and others generated two or three pages every two or three weeks. These journal entries, the final evaluation reports contributed by the participants, and the action plans together provide the main evidence base for this chapter

Although all the teachers completed action plans during the introductory sessions, only 27 of the 32 action plans were formally submitted and available for analysis. The five teachers who did not submit action plans appeared to have participated little in the project beyond the introductory workshops—certainly no journal entries or reflective writing was received from them and attempts to get copies of their action plans were unsuccessful. Some form of reflective writing was received from all the 27 participants who submitted action plans. Below, we describe the main outcomes of the pilot in terms of the action planning process, the impact on teachers, and the impact on students

Action planning
Initially, the teachers’ action plans tended to be in the form of long-term intentions rather than clear priorities for implementation at the beginning of the school year, and tended to be lists of all the interesting ideas that the teachers had picked up during the introductory sessions. For example, Moira’s initial action plan, compiled in May 2005 identified 18 different priorities for the coming school year. By September, this had been reduced to just five areas, all of which were related to classroom questioning (“no hands up” policy, use of popsicle sticks to choose students, increased wait time, allowing students to “pass” or “phone a friend” and the use of some sort of “all-student response” system.

In her reflections at the end of the year, Tricia, a high school teacher for the deaf and hard of hearing, referred to the same process of reducing the number of priorities.

Even though my action plan started out bigger at the beginning of the year, it was good for me that way. It gave me the opportunity to see which ones were really where I wanted to focus and let me be flexible in the way I went about using them. I eventually reduced them, but stuck with the core idea that I had going into it.

As the teachers began to implement their plans, one of us (JM) supported the teachers with monthly meetings during which teachers talked about their experiences, did some new learning about AfL, and revised action plans, similar to the more formalized procedures now included in the KLT training materials (Thompson & Wiliam, 2007). Between meetings, the teacher pairs met more or less regularly, although these meetings were almost invariably outside the school day, and teachers found it difficult, if not impossible, to arrange to observe each other teaching. The log compiled by Christopher, a sixth-grade mathematics teacher at Elmtree Middle School, chronicles the frustrations one pair of teachers encountered in undertaking even a single peer observation.

September 22; Mark and I plan to observe each other once a week in the next couple of weeks. Mark will be observing my classroom during sixth period and I will be observing Mark’s classroom during third period.

October 6th; Mark and I have had a difficult time getting into each other’s classrooms, but we talk on a regular basis.

October 20th; Mark and I have talked regularly, but have not got in to observe each other’s classes yet.

November 3rd; Mark and I still haven’t been able to observe one another for one reason or another, but plan to observe each other a number of times in November, December and January.

November 17th; The other issue Mark and I have right now is when will be able to observe one another. Hopefully we will be able to start after Thanksgiving Break and observe each other a number of times before our January meeting.

Changes in the teachers
In their reflective accounts, almost every teacher mentioned time as an issue in the implementation of their action plans. Penny, teaching third grade in Hazeltree Elementary School said:

I wish administrators really understood the real nuts and bolts of good teaching. Many tend to be driven by a score mentality approach. It seems teacher discretion is very limited in school systems today. Many practices that really work seem to be forgotten.

However, echoing the remarks of participants in an earlier study (Black, Harrison, Lee, Marshall & Wiliam, 2004), most of the teachers tended to regard time as a resource to be optimized rather than as a constraint that rendered the implementation of their action plans impossible.

Also echoing the findings of earlier studies (Black et al., 2003), the freedom given to teachers to develop their own plans led to some uncertainty. One teacher wrote “I wish I knew what Dylan really wants us to do” and another wrote

I wish we could share with others what they are doing. I wish I knew how the others feel about the process. I wish we could work together to generate ideas (Susan, 7th grade Information Technology, Cedar MS)

Many of the teachers spoke, and wrote, about the fact that their work on assessment for learning cut across some well-established practices in their schools, and in some cases even appears to contradict school district policy.

At first, I was nervous because this is so different from the way that many classrooms are set up, but with time, practice, and most of all collaboration I feel that this was a smooth transition that could be successful in any classroom (Tricia, Goldentree HS).

Some of the teachers also found considerable resistance from the students themselves: “This was a challenging year for me. I was truly pushing myself to think outside of the box and not give out. The students did not embrace many of my ideas at first (second, …) (Kelly, 7th grade Social Studies, Cedar MS). She went on: “I realized early in the year that the students were not used to independent work. They wanted their hands held during all lessons. They resisted all attempts at first. I had to regroup and introduce my ideas on a slower scale.” One student in her class wrote, “Why did we do so much work today? We are only 12.”

Many of the teachers reported feelings that some quite profound changes in their practice had taken place. Juliet, a teacher who ran a support group for third-grade students, realized how much she had changed through a conversation with a colleague.

Towards the middle of the school year this particular teacher asked me if I would give her students a grade from their time spent with me. I explained to her that grades were not a component of our time together. I went on to tell her that our group was successful because students knew that tasks we were completing, and the assessments we were conducting, were used as tools for learning. I went on to explain that students knew that they were to learn from our time together and that they would not be judged by a grade. I also told her that students were always expected to improve their work to exhibit growth in their learning.

I remember walking away from the teacher feeling confident about my position but believing that she did not really “understand” what we were doing. I remember feeling that, in her, I was looking at a reflection of myself from the past. In the past I had been a teacher that relied heavily on grades. I remember believing that if I assigned an assignment, and students spent time completing it then it should be graded so students understand that I value the time and effort they put forth. I never demonstrated through this process that I valued their learning. Well, a couple of months went by, and the discussion I had had with the teacher was forgotten until she approached me one day. On this particular day, she approached me, and thanked me for working with her students. She went on to comment about how well they were doing as a result of time spent in our group. I remember thinking, even though she didn’t say it, that she finally believed that student progress did not need to be linked to a grade. In the future, I would like to sit down with this teacher and explain that this is not my success; it is the students’ success. Without having pressure of grades looming over their heads, these students learned, like I did, how on-going assessment should be used to improve their own learning.

Every teacher who contributed reflections felt the process to be beneficial for their practice. Some just reported a feeling of being more effective in their practice, while others had much clearer insights into the benefits, such as the ability to judge the optimum pace of the instruction more effectively:

I think using the [popsicle] sticks has provided me with immediate direction in my lesson. I can pace the lesson more efficiently. In math I have noticed that I thought they were getting the lesson, but when questioned with the sticks, the level of understanding that I wanted wasn’t there. I slowed my lesson down, so that I was able to achieve the understanding of the objective. Sometimes the opposite is true. I have had to change my lesson in mid-stream because they understand more than I thought they would when I was planning out the lesson. This has worked out great for all concerned. I have less behavior problems. I can keep my students engaged and on task easier. (Kirstie, Poplar ES)

While all the teachers who contributed reflective journals spoke of the benefits of Assessment for Learning techniques, and most teachers managed to sustain, and to build on their successes, it was clear that the developments were fragile. One of the most reflective of the participants, who had contributed regular monthly logs, described in her final reflection in May 2006, how her attempts at implanting assessment for learning, while initially successful, had foundered half-way through the year.

Before writing this final reflection, I reread the compilation of reflections that are in my binder so as to “reflect” on the whole year of participation in Assessment for Learning. As I read the reflections, tears welled in my eyes as to the deflation of my excitement of implementing these learning tools. I had such high expectations, hopes and dreams for my students at the beginning of this year. As the year progressed, I was not able to see total implementation of my Action Plan, but rather disintegration of my Action Plan as well as the lost hopes and dreams. Even though I try daily to return to that “different” classroom, a classroom with think time, a “no hands” policy, Phone a Friend and Pass Cards and the use of popsicle sticks to encourage student participation, it is within the first few minutes of the day that all is lost to behavior and discipline issues. […] The end of year summary of action research reflects last year’s results as well as the beginning of this year, but is not indicative of the last half of this school year. I saw great things occurring when able to implement the assessment for learning techniques, and I would begin a new year with the same expectations, hopes, dreams and assessment for learning tools in my toolbox. I believe in what I had implemented, and I know that they make a difference in student learning. (Moira, 5th grade, Poplar ES).

While assessment for learning can clearly produce substantial benefits, it is clear that its successful implementation is far from straightforward, even for experienced practitioners.

Changes in the students

Almost all of the teachers reported positive changes in their students, either in comparison with the same students previously, or with previous students. One of the changes most commonly mentioned by teachers was with the degree of attention students paid in class:

I have been using sticks for student assessment. It is interesting how everyone sits up straighter and pays more attention when I pull them out (Kirstie, 3rd grade, Poplar ES)

Susan, teaching 7th grade Information Technology found that students were much more motivated during the AfL pilot than previously. In the previous year, only 56% of students had submitted all required assignments, whereas during the AfL pilot, 96% of her students had submitted all required assignments, and the average scores were also higher.

All of the teachers who had included questioning in their action plans mentioned benefits from the use of increased wait time.

I have noticed that the extra effort on my part in allowing extra wait time better motivates the students to produce questions of their own. […] They produced higher order questions such as, “Why do you skip the ones place on the decimal side of the place value chart?” When students begin to evaluate and produce questions, they also begin to construct their own knowledge. Students are now empowered because of their active participation in their own learning. (Pamela, 6th grade mathematics, Linden MS)

Sticks are working well for me. I have less noise in my class since students have finally figured out that I am not going to call on them when they raise their hands unless I ask for hands. Using sticks has also helped wait time. Students have no choice but to sit quietly and wait until their classmate has answered the question. I have definitely seen the benefit of wait time lately. One particular student in my class will just shrug his shoulders and try to wait me out. I have not given in, and just this last week, he has answered several questions correctly (Marcy, 3rd grade, Poplar ES)

Another strong theme in the teachers’ reflections was the development of increased student autonomy in their learning through self-assessment. Kelly (7th grade Social Studies, Cedar MS) described the difference she noticed in her students’ self-awareness over the course of the year. She gave the following examples of self-assessments to the question “What did you learn today” given by her students at the beginning of the year

I did nothing today

I did something about Social Studies

I did worksheets today

Today I learned that I do not like the way my group members look

Towards the end of the year, she reported that the same students were making far more sensible, reflective comments such as:

In class today, we learned about the human messing up the geography of the area. These people are stupid because they are hurting the future.

Today we worked in group to see what is happening to the Aral Sea. This was hard because a group member did not want to work. We ignored him. Today’s lesson was very science. I thought this was Social Studies. [The result of Kelly’s attempts to introduce a degree of cross-curricular work!]

In her final evaluation, Juliet, a teacher who ran an intervention group for third-grade students, wrote:

During the time I am providing feedback to a student, others are either listening to help provide peer feedback, or working to improve their own work. In this environment, students are very honest about their work. Knowing that there is no report card grade linked to our group work, they are more willing to honestly reflect on their own progress. Before this situation, I would have expected students to be less willing to revise and edit their work since there is no grade linked to it. However, the environment we have created together encourages all students to do their best for themselves, not for others. In the two months that I have worked with my comprehension groups, there has only been one time where a student was unable to completely revise their work to their satisfaction due to time constraints. Despite being forced to stop working, this student was calm and willing to move one because she knew that the point was to understand how to improve her work and even though she was no longer going to have time in class to correct her work she knew how she could have revised her work to make it better and she was thus comfortable with moving on.

By using assessment ONLY for learning, I got to see how students took ownership of their learning. They no longer relied on me to tell them how they were doing. They knew the criteria and goal that was set for them. They were able to monitor their own progress and they could tell me when they were ready to exit the group.

She went on to describe an incident where she was discussing with a student how much  progress he had made:

He was telling me how proud he was of himself. He was pointing out the progress he had made since joining our group and how happy he was that he had accomplished his goal. As I was walking him back to his class, he asked if he could come back occasionally so that I could check his progress. I had said of course he could come back if he felt he needed. After a minute, he told me, “Never mind.” He went on to explain, in his own words, that he would be able to evaluate his own progress and instead of me checking his progress for him, he would know from his on-going self-assessment if he needed to come back and join our group. […] I couldn’t have received a better compliment. This student left our group with the understanding of how he could assess his own learning. Though he didn’t verbalize it, he grasped the idea of using assessment for learning, and not for “a grade.”

Other teachers noted that students were also able to sustain their own learning without constant support from the teacher: 

The discussions that we had every week, whether they were based on questions I asked or ones they had thought of, were amazing. Sometimes I would forget that they were nine year olds. It was like listening to adults discuss and debate over their interpretation of what was happening in the story. They came up with issues and points of view that I would never have thought of. (Megan, K-5 resource teacher, Willow ES)

The students were held accountable for their own learning and it appeared in front of them each week with their individual graphs. It made the students more aware of what they know and what they did not know. The test wasn’t just tucked away after it was taken. They knew what they had to do to improve the graph the next week. (Sally, 2nd grade, Poplar ES)

Anecdotal evidence from the students themselves, as reported by the teachers, indicated that these changes were on the whole, appreciated by students. Students in Pamela’s class (6th grade math, Linden MS) made the following comments.

I think the popsicle sticks are a great reliable resource in order to pick a student. In the classroom we each had a n equal chance of being picked.  We have a 1/24 chance of being picked.

I believe that these popsicle sticks are a good idea. I think it is a good idea because many people raise their hand and people may get called on more than once. I like them because everybody gets a chance. Also it is fair to everyone. I like the popsicle sticks.

Of all the assessment for learning techniques to which the teachers had been introduced, the use of comments, rather than grades, presented perhaps the most significant challenge. However, where teachers had moved, however cautiously, from grades to comments, the experience had been positive.

I have not issued a letter grade on any work so far this year [October 13th] and grades are not even mentioned by the students or the parents. I find writing comments that provide real insight to be laborious but I have observed a small but significant improvement in the written work of my students. I also have students reflect upon and evaluate their own work habits and quality of participation and written assignments. When I return written work students read my comments and can revise and resubmit. We look at and critique anonymous examples of good and poor student work so that they may see a range and compare their own to it. I think their focus is on what they are learning rather that what grade they received as it had been in past years.  (Mark, 6th grade mathematics teacher, Elmtree MS)

Overall, there was a suggestion that younger students took to these changes more easily than older students, although it appears that even the high-school could be won round to the changes in classroom practice in time:

Written critiques are often not well received at the beginning of the school year as students do not expect to write much in the art classroom. But they become second nature after the first few projects. (Sophie & Darlene, 9-12th grade Art, Goldentree HS).

Impact within the district

Since the implementation of KLT in SMCPS was designed primarily to explore the development of different models of teacher professional development, specific studies on the impact on student achievement were not designed into the study. Nevertheless, it has been possible to shed some light on the likely impact on student achievement by examining changes in student scores on state-mandated tests. Although the specific work of the pilot was undertaken with a small number of teachers, as a result of the meetings with administrators, and the presentation to the 600 teachers in March 2005, work on assessment for learning has begun to impact the work of SMCPS systemically, and it seems likely that this is a factor in the rises in test scores seen across the district between 2005 and 2006, as shown in tables 2, 3 and 4.

 
	Grade
	All Students
	White
	African American
	FARMS*
	Special Ed

	3
	6.0%
	5.8%
	6.5%
	2.9%
	18.5%

	4
	9.3%
	9.3%
	12.1%
	9.0%
	11.2%

	5
	1.5%
	-0.2%
	6.5%
	2.9%
	6.8%

	6
	9.3%
	9.3%
	9.5%
	9.7%
	17.7%

	7
	9.7%
	10.7%
	9.9%
	9.1%
	1.0%

	8
	7.4%
	7.5%
	7.2%
	5.5%
	7.9%


 *Students entitled to free and reduced-cost lunch
Table 2: Increase in students scoring proficient/advanced in mathematics 2005-2006

	Grade
	All Students
	White
	African American
	FARMS
	Special Ed

	3
	5.0
	4.7
	6.8
	4.8
	12.4

	4
	0.4
	3.3
	-9.7
	-8.5
	-2.2

	5
	2.1
	0.6
	8.4
	6.3
	8.7

	6
	0.9
	0.5
	2
	-4.0
	5.9

	7
	8.7
	9.2
	11.8
	12.7
	3.8

	8
	-3.4
	-4.3
	-0.2
	-1.0
	0.3


 

Table 3: Increase in students scoring proficient/advanced in reading 2005-2006

	
	Algebra
	
	Biology
	
	Government

	
	2005
	2006
	Gain
	
	2005
	2006
	Gain
	
	2005
	2006
	Gain

	Cypress
	57.9
	74.1
	16.2
	
	73
	81.1
	8.1
	
	67.2
	80.1
	12.9

	Goldentree
	33.1
	58.3
	25.2
	
	43.3
	75.2
	31.9
	
	56.7
	72.8
	16.1

	Laburnum
	49.5
	62
	12.5
	
	75.3
	83.4
	8.1
	
	76.3
	85.4
	9.1

	SMCPS
	58.3
	70.2
	11.9
	
	66.1
	80.1
	14
	
	67.2
	79.8
	12.6


Table 4: Increase in students scoring proficient/advanced on the HSA 2005-2006

On the Maryland State High School Assessment (HSA), the proportion of SMCPS students scoring proficient or advanced in Algebra/Data Analysis HSA increased from 58.3 percent passing in 2005 to 70.2 percent in 2006. This surpasses the Maryland state average of 66.6 percent and is the first time the SMCPS score has been above the state average. Furthermore, all disaggregated student groups saw significant gains in achievement.   Of special note, the proportion of special Education students scoring proficient or advanced rose 13.5 percent and for African American students rose 12.3 percent.

For the Government HSA, the proportion of SMCPS students scoring at proficient or advanced rose from 67.2 percent in 2005 to 79.8 percent in 2006, again taking SMPCS above the state average of 74.2 percent with all minority groups showing even greater gains.  The proportion of African American students scoring at proficient or advanced showed the largest increase—21.2 percent—and with that for special education students rose 12.8 percent.  

The highest pass rate was 80.1 percent on the Biology HSA, up from 66.1 percent in 2005.  This bested the state’s pass rate of 67.8 percent by 12.9 percent. On this test as well, student groups showed remarkable increases with African American students leaping forward by 26.5 percent and Special Education students gaining 20.2 percent over their 2005 scores.

Of course, it is impossible to attribute these increases solely to KLT—KLT was only one of many initiatives being implemented within SMCPS during 2005. Nevertheless, these substantial improvements in student achievement show that KLT can play an important role in systemic school improvement. Perhaps most importantly, these improvements have been built through sustained developments of teacher competence that provide a basis for continued improvements. As Juliet put it in her end-of-year reflection—

 
In the end, I learned more from this process then I had ever imagined. I am a better instructor now that I have refined my thinking about assessment. This process has not only improved my thinking inside the classroom but also outside of it. As teachers, we all participate in the Teacher Performance Assessment System. I participated in this assessment system for 2 years without ever fully understanding exactly what is meant when it identified formative and summative assessments. After 3 years I can honestly say I finally get it! Thanks!

In May 2006, a second cohort was established. This second cohort extended to other teachers in schools across the county and again included coaching partners, and some of the practices emphasized in KLT have begun to spread more widely within the schools in SMCPS, and begun to be integrated into more general school improvement processes. For example, Team Action Plans are developed and implemented on a quarterly basis for each department or grade-level team that identify specific goals, assessments of those goals, professional development needs, and extension/remediation approaches as a result of the assessments.

Conclusion

From previous studies (e.g., Black et al., 2003), we know that the development of assessment for learning can have powerful impacts on teachers’ classroom practices and on student achievement, although those studies involved relatively close involvement from researchers in the field, and therefore would not, by themselves, provide models that could be taken to scale. The current study has shown that more limited interventions, when appropriately supported by school district staff, can lead to the kinds of profound changes in teacher practice found in earlier studies. Moreover, the current study has shown that the findings of the earlier studies, conducted in the United Kingdom, appear to be applicable in the United States, and can be successfully integrated with other reform efforts at district level. Because the current study was not designed to investigate the impact on student achievement, it is too soon to say whether the impact on student achievement is comparable to earlier studies, but the success of the current project suggests that such investigations are worth undertaking. It will also be interesting to see over the coming years whether the initial interest in, and impact of, assessment for learning in St. Mary’s County Public Schools, can be sustained.
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