Chapter 1

Formative assessment is a planned process in which teachers and students use assessment-based evidence of student progress to adjust teaching and learning strategies.  

Formative assessment (FA) is a planned process that involves a series of carefully considered, distinguishable acts on part of teacher and student.  Referring to a “formative test” misses the mark.  The nature of the test does not make it formative or summative; the use of the test that makes this determination.  

Formative Assessment draws on formal (tests) and informal assessment devices to provide the evidence of the students’ current level of mastery of certain skills and bodies of knowledge.  Based on this evidence teachers and students adjust strategies in effort to ensure master the necessary skills and knowledge (GLEs).
The name given to an assessment does not make it formative.  For formative assessment to exist at all it must lead to instructional adjustments by teachers or learning tactic adjustments by students, and these adjustments will affect activities or efforts already in progress.  
Classrooms without formative assessment focus just on grades.  The more activities in a classroom that are formative, the more the classroom is focused on student learning and improvement in that learning.  The expanded use of formative assessment is supported not only by instructional logic but also by the conclusions of well-conceived and skillfully implemented research.  

Chapter 2
Formative assessment revolves around two questions, “Is an adjustment needed, and, if so, what should that adjustment be?”  Teachers focus on there instructional strategies and the activities/products they are asking students to do/produce.  Students should focus on the techniques they’re using as they try to learn something.  These adjustment decisions made during formative assessment are made based on evidence of the students’ current skills and knowledge.  
The next section is critical to employing FA in the classroom without be totally overwhelmed by additional work.  This section provides the method for determining when to collect what sort of evidence regarding student’s level of mastery.  We base our instruction on the MO GLEs.  These GLEs are our target curricular aims or goals.  Formative assessment takes place along the way to teaching/learning the GLEs.  The next segments will explain learning progressions, a sequenced set of subskills and bodies of enabling knowledge that students must master en route to mastering the more ‘remote’ curricular aim.  
Learning progressions are the subskills and bodies of enabling knowledge students must master en route to mastering the curricular aim (GLE).  Learning progressions are road maps to the GLE.  We often think of them as sequential: A(B(C=Curricular Target.  This is problematic.  One student may need an additional subskill D, another student might leapfrog skill B and circle back later.  There is not a “one-size-fits-all” sequence.  Teachers must always balance their effort in developing a learning progression with the likelihood that the learning progression will be a proper map of every student.   

Learning Progressions, the enabling knowledge and sub-skills necessary to master the learning objective (GLE), are the map of how best to carry out formative assessment.  Remember, formative assessment is not the administration of a test every now and then.  Formative Assessment should become an integral part of what happens in the classroom.  By assessing the enabling knowledge and sub-skills necessary to master the GLEs, teachers continuously evaluate how they are teaching and students evaluate how they are learning.  (These learning progressions used to be called task analysis.  If you are having trouble with the learning progression concept, an example from the book is this:  Make a list of all the skills and knowledge needed to make change from a five-dollar bill.)   

I making change for the five-dollar bill, ten teachers would develop ten different learning progressions.  There is no cookie cutter approach to developing learning progressions.  Popham offers “two key primary considerations.”  1) Keep the learning progression sufficiently lean.  Include only essential building blocks.  Do not make it excessively complicated.  As you consider the enabling knowledge and sub-skills needed to master a GLE, focus on the things your can assess.  The second point is “grain size” which will be discussed next.

Popham offers two primary considerations in laying out learning progressions.  First, keep the number of building blocks as small as possible.  Second keep the size of each building block (enabling knowledge or sub-skill) included in the learning progressions to a manageable size.  Popham calls this “grain size.”  Both of these factors need to be evaluated in light of the GLE, which is the overall curricular goal.  The GLE would certainly have the largest “grain size.”  The knowledge and sub-skills would certainly have a smaller “grain size.” 

Here’s an example from Popham about “grain size.”  Teacher’s overall GLE is “Write about personal experiences and revise by adding details and literary devices such as metaphors, analogies and symbols.”  One thing Teacher notices is that students’ writings are peppered with many mechanical errors.  In building a learning progressions, Teacher considers a sub-skill of “mechanics.”  This would be a very large grain building block.  The same topic might better be addressed by covering several smaller grains like punctuation, capitalization, spelling, etc. 

The purpose of identifying enabling knowledge and sub-skills is so that your can identify students’ mastery of them.  You don’t want to identify endless lists.  You want to be sure that each is truly requisite.  For example, if you are teaching math student three different ways to correctly estimate answers, rolling Technique A and Technique B and Technique C into a single sub-skill of Common Estimation Techniques would be better than the tree small skills.  Popham’s research indicates that teachers start with too many small sub-skills when laying out the learning progressions.  Avoid this.  
The whole discussion of learning progressions is to provide a framework for formative assessment activities in the classroom.  As such, when you consider the building blocks (enabling knowledge and sub-skills) leading to mastery of a GLE be sure your focus on things that can be measured.  SUMMARY of this chapter: A Learning Progression is a sequenced set of skills and knowledge students must have to master a broad Grade Level Expectation (GLE).  These progressions provide guidance to teachers regarding what to include in the formative assessment plan.  To build effective learning progressions, teachers must 1)thoroughly understand the GLE, 2)identify requisite sub-skills and enabling knowledge, 3)ensure these building blocks can be measured, and 4)arrange the building blocks in an appropriate order. 
Chapter 3
Previously Popham has highlighted the fact that formative assessment is not just a test given in the classroom, but rather a series of activities used by teacher and student to gather evidence about student progress toward mastering GLEs.  In the coming chapters, he addresses the four levels of formative assessment: teachers’ adjustments, students’ adjustments, the classrooms’ climate and the school’s implementation.  Clearly, formative assessment is a system-wide endeavor.  
Instruction is a trip teacher’s take their students on.  The goal is to reach mastery of a given curricular end.  Formative assessment monitors progress along the route of the trip and identifies when adjustments are necessary.  Level 1 formative assessment focuses on the teacher’s instructional adjustments.  
Teachers must plan for formative assessment.  This means teachers must decide when adjustments might be necessary; what tools will illuminate the need for adjustment; and what the adjustment might be.  A solid understanding of the requisite building blocks (learning progression) necessary to master the GLE is the best illuminator of when adjustments are likely.  Formative assessment can lead to more instruction or less instruction.  Collecting data early in the instruction process affords the opportunity for less instruction if the students already master of the knowledge or skill.  Collecting data at the end of instruction will identify whether the need for more instruction exists.  Popham states that the right answer always depends teacher’s “best pedagogical judgment regarding the nature of a likely adjustment.”  Ok, so there is no absolute in much of this discussion on formative assessment, but Popham is absolutely right when he says any preplanning for formative assessment is better than “if they (teachers) hadn’t given the matter any thought.”  

Selecting the assessment procedures is an important task.  The “wrong” assessment procedures lead to invalid inferences, which lead to unsound instructional decisions.  Incomplete sampling (asking too few questions or asking those questions of too few students) is another path to invalid inferences.  Popham offers six assessment options.  1. Traditional Assessment Procedures are tests.  Tests consisting of selected-response items (multiple choice, T/F, matching) and constructed-response items (short answer, essay).  Teachers face one major trade off when using tests in the formative assessment process; long tests take away from instruction and short tests might not lead to valid inferences.  For this reason Popham focuses on less traditional assessment ploys for collect formative assessment evidence: 2)letter-card responses, 3)key questioning during discussion, 4)whiteboard responses, 5)the traffic-signal technique and 6)item sampling.  
Popham offers several less traditional assessment methods he finds very useful in collecting formative assessment evidence.  Letter-Card Responses:  every student has a set of index cards with the letters A-E, T, F and possibly a ?.  Instead of giving a paper and pencil test, Teacher reads the item out loud or displays the item and at the count of three everyone holds up their card.  This and many other all-student response procedures give a quick determination of where the students are in their mastery of the content and keep them mentally plugged into what’s going on in class.

Another all-student response procedure teachers can use to foster engagement in a lesson is random-response Q&A.  The teacher presents a question to the class and randomly selects a student to answer the question.  Names/numbers/seat positions written on tongue depressors or any other way to ensure a random selection will work.  If the “chosen” student’s response is unsatisfactory, another student is randomly selected.  I used this technique regularly.  I know a 3rd-4th grade teacher in Kansas who wears out a set of sticks before Christmas.  This technique does help keep all kids engaged, but it is not a good tool for making formative assessment adjustment decisions.  These should be made based on inferences about how most students doing with respect to the learning progression building blocks.  All-student response procedures are best for this.  Teacher must carefully conceptualize the entire formative assessment process, including the ‘right’ questions for random-response Q&A, to arrive at the best adjustment decisions.    
Small whiteboards are an excellent tool for collecting small-group and all-student responses.  The whiteboard response system has significant advantages over the letter card response systems explained earlier.  Students are not restricted to multiple-choice responses.  The whiteboards allow for a broader range of responses.  Success with whiteboards requires the teacher to become adept at framing questions to which short-answer responses are suitable.  

Item Sampling can provide Teacher with reasonably actuate estimates of the status of their entire class’s progress.  This procedure consists of Teacher administering only a portion of a test’s items to a portion of the students.  By combining the sampled results, Teacher can obtain a defensible estimate of the entire class in far less time and with far less work.  I don’t think I need to summarize examples Pophan gave for this procedure.  I never thought of doing the sampling this way.  It sounds like a very good idea.  This could be setup so as to be fairly easy for Teacher while providing solid evidence about class progress.   

Another component of the formative assessment adjustments Teachers make is the decision about when to adjust.  These “adjustment triggers” should be made in advance of the actual assessment.  These triggers usually involve data about the individual student and the whole class.  For example, a humanities teacher might make an adjustment in her lesson if at least 75% of her students do not earn scores of 80% or better on a map-usage assessment.  When considering the “To adjust, or not to adjust?” question, remember “The more important the content, the smaller the percent of erroneous students it should take to spur an instructional adjustment”  

1) Identify Adjustment Occasions, 2) Select Assessments and 3) Establish Adjustment Triggers are the first three steps for Teacher level formative assessment.  Step 4 is actually make instructional adjustments.  These can be minor or major.  When evidence indicates student mastery is ahead of expectations, deleting planned instruction is the easiest adjustment to make.  When additional instruction is called for, Teacher should begin with the learning progression.  More to follow.



The place to start when the need for added instruction is evident is the learning progression created for the GLE under consideration.  Teacher must evaluate the subskills and enabling knowledge.  Was something overlooked?  Which area needs more attention?  The original learning progression could be exactly right, but some aspect of the instruction might need to be reviewed.  In this area Popham places a lot of emphasis in collegial consultation.  Consultation with a subject partner “can often be remarkably helpful.”  The number of curricular aims Teacher might be pursuing can be almost infinite, so a perfect path to student mastery is impossible.  Popham says that if the evidence shows lack of student mastery “almost any reasonable instructional adjustment has the potential to improve the situation.”  If students are not learning, don’t press on to the next GLE, teach again.

Formative assessment can be divided into four cumulative Levels: 1) Teachers’ adjustments in the current or immediately upcoming instruction in order to improve student mastery; 2) Students’ adjustment to learning tactics and strategies; 3) Teacher focuses on bringing about a classroom climate shift; and 4) school-wide shift to a focus on formative assessment.  Level 1 includes identifying assessment occasions, selecting assessment procedures, establishing adjustment triggers and making instructional adjustments. 

Chapter 4
Formative Assessment exists for exactly one reason: to enhance students’ learning.  Students have a role to play—they can make their own evidence-based adjustments in the procedures they are using to try to learn what they’re supposed to be learning.  Teachers, however, cannot assume students know how to do this, they must be taught.  Both parties are involved, but as the “Teacher” you carrying a larger burden.  Teachers who care enough about enhancing students’ learning to help those students adjust their own learning tactics will almost certainly be teachers who care enough about enhancing students’ learning to make warranted adjustment in their own instruction.  The next installments deal with how you can help students make their own learning tactic adjustments.  

Level 1 formative assessment deals with the evidence-based changes teachers make in the instruction they provide.  Level 2’s function is to provide students with assessment-based evidence so they can decide whether their learning tactics need to be adjusted.  This definition is for most teacher and students, “a decisively new approach to instruction.”  The student is center-stage, the student is making decisions, the student is “permitted” to take personal responsibility for how she/he is trying to learn.  To prepare students for this brave new classroom, teacher must first explicitly teach learning tactics.  Teachers will also have to work to convince students that “teacher really will allow them to be personally responsible for the selection and use of their own learning tactics and is genuinely serious about such an ‘abdication’ of authority.”  Popham next gives a 2+page narrative of how an orientation talk by teacher to class might sound.  I’ll send that entire narrative tomorrow along with Popham’s three main features of a fully implementing Level 2 formative assessment. 

The details of implementing Level 2 formative assessment will depend on the age of the students.  However, three key features should always be present.  1) explain why Level 2 formative assessment is being put in place; 2) explain how is will work; and 3) the importance of having students become personally responsible for their own learning.  


Level 2 formative assess calls for an especially active role for students in deciding if their learning tactics are working.  Therefore, students must have a very clear understanding of what they are supposed to learn and how they are going to learn it.  At the beginning of each new unit of instruction, Teacher must make certain students understand 1) the GLE (skill or body of knowledge) students are expected to master; 2) the evaluative criteria that will be used to judge the quality of student mastery; and 3) the chief building blocks that must be mastered en route to mastering the GLE.  Popham, in the next section, has much more to say about each of these three “musts.”


We ask you to post and work to be sure your students understand the objective of your instruction and student learning.  Objective, curricular aim, goal, outcome, whatever label is attached, students should know and understand what they are expected to learn/master.  As your move to holding students accountable for what they learn and how they learn, as is the purpose of Level 2 formative assessment, a clear understand of the learning objective for the student is an absolute prerequisite.  You must present the object in language that students understand.  Popham is NOT a fan of SWBAT!!  “Students will be able to design and describe in writing an empirical, scientifically defensible research investigation suitable for identifying the relationships among two or more authentic variables.”  Only science teachers understand that. Try instead, “YOU need to learn how to organize a research project so that YOU can figure out how tow or more variables (such as a person’s weight and age) are related to each other.  Then YOU will need to describe your planned study in writing.”  Perhaps the biggest impact of the “student-friendly” version might be the emphasis on the individual student—YOU.  Display your objective in student friendly wording targeted to each individual student.  Take away the option for the individual to hide in the group.


In addition to telling students what the curricular aim is, Popham also advocates describing for students how they will have to demonstrate mastery of the objectives.  Ideally, one or more sample items will accompany such descriptions and explanations.  Students should understand why a specific assessment technique will be used.  Popham states that this process gives teachers the opportunity to explain the substantial imprecision of educational measurement and why multiple measures are the norm.

Teacher’s steps in Level 1 formative evaluation are 1) identify adjustment opportunities, 2) select assessments, 3) establish adjustment triggers and 4) make instructional adjustment.  Level 2 formative assessment requires students to engage in fours steps as they learn the necessary change they must make.  These are: 1) consider teachers’ recommendations regarding adjustment occasions, 2) recognize the assessment data that points to the need for a learning tactic adjustment, 3) compare personal level of mastery to the triggers provided, and 4) determine which learning tactic will produce the needed increase in GLE mastery.  Each of these four is discussed in the upcoming sections.   

The explanation of students’ Level 2 steps was a real disappointment.  Here’s what I got from these 12 pages.  Teachers should: a) provide many opportunities for students to collect evidence of their mastery and this feedback must prompt; b) use many different assessment techniques; c) include students in making/using assessments, for example, provide many different assessments for a building block and let the students take and self-grade or peer assessment their work; d) help students set valid assessment triggers.  White boards can be useful.  Students can help make tests.  I wanted a detailed discussion of learning tactics, which is what students must change if they are not learning.  The only thing came close was a couple sentences on “engaged time on task.”  The two important points I did take away from this section were 1) Leave grades out of it.  Focus on student learning, not ranking students.  Work to change teacher and student focus from earning high grades to securing an accurate idea about what each student knows.  2) The role of the teacher is to set forth suggestions so students can arrive at better choices.  If you’re like me, #2 caused you to immediately name names—names of those students that you ‘know’ will never get to the point of arriving at better choices.  If you wanted an easy job, cure cancer or fix the economy.  You’re here because you know you can make a bigger difference by helping that first name that popped into your head learn to make better choices.  Pipkin teachers do that superbly!


Chapter 5  Classroom Climate Shift

Popham’s Level 3 formative assessment moves from adjustments in teaching and learning strategies to changing the classroom culture or atmosphere.  He uses the word “zeitgeist” as another label for what happens as Level 3 becomes reality.  I used google.com to learn more about why “zeitgeist” is a good word in this case.  To fully move to a formative assessment based classroom fundamental changes in three areas are necessary. These areas are 

learning expectations:  FROM: Substantial learning will occur for motivated students who possess adequate academic aptitude.  TO: Substantial learning will occur for all students, irrespective of their academic aptitude.

responsibility for learning: FROM: Teacher is the prime instructional mover, chiefly responsible for students’ learning.  TO: Students assume meaningful responsibility for their own learning and the learning for their classmates.  

role of classroom assessment: FROM: Formal tests generate data for comparing student and assigning grades.  TO: Formal and informal assessment generate data for informing adjustments to the teacher’s instruction and the students’ learning tactics.    


Transitioning to a classroom climate founded on formative assessment doesn’t happen by simply announcing a new set of ground rules.  This is not a trivial undertaking.  Resiliency and focus are necessary to make this fundamental change.  Resiliency is needed because nothing in the classroom goes right the first time so try and retry becomes the pattern.  Focus on the three-segmented formative assessment target is essential.  Learning Expectations: Do all assignments, activities and assessments reflect the teacher’s belief that all student will master all curricular aims?  Responsibility for Learning: Do student actions and behaviors show that they’re assuming meaningful responsibility for their own success and the success of their classmates?  Role of Classroom Assessments:  Do both teacher and student see and use classroom assessment as the means to improve learning rather than the means for ranking and comparing students?  


Popham gives five steps necessary to fully implement (Level 3) formative assessment in the classroom.  Popham says step one is imperative.  He allows lots of flexibility on the next four steps.  

1. Distribute classroom climate guidelines. Teacher informs student of the ground rules that everyone (students and teacher) will follow.  Obviously, there is much more needed than to just distribute the guidelines.  Going to this level of formative assessment is a complete remake of the traditional classroom.  Hard work will be necessary.

2. Seek trust constantly and nurture it seriously.  Teacher consistently attempts to get student to have confidence in what, for many of them, will be a new way of thinking about both instruction and assessment.

3. Model and reinforce appropriate conduct.  Teacher behaves in a manner consonant with the kind of class atmosphere being sought and is always on the lookout for suitable student action to reinforce.

4. Solicit students’ advice on classroom climate.  Teacher provides mechanisms for student to supply advice regarding the classroom’s climate and frequently invites student to offer such advice.

5. Assess students’ relevant affective status.  Teacher periodically assesses students’ status with respect to the affect variable most relevant to the kind of classroom atmosphere being promoted.   
Level 1 and Level 2 formative assessment involve individuals—teacher and student respectively.  Level 3 formative assessment address what teacher does with a classroom full of students.  If formative assessment is a good thing to do in a classroom, then the inescapable next step is moving formative assessment school wide—Level 4.  Expanding formative assessment school or even district wide is a long-term process and requires acquisition of new knowledge on the part of every person—parent, student, teacher, administrator—involved.  It is certain (supported by lots of research) that one reading of the Pophams Transformative Assessment, or one workshop, or one conference, etc., will not serve to bring the full implementation of formative assessment at any level.  The last section of Popham’s book deals with how he believes a school should go about bringing the benefits of formative assessment to every classroom and he addresses limitations of formative assessment.  (The last installment of Transformative Assessment will be 10/24/08.  A new book will be feature here during the second quarter.  Any suggestions?)

New learning is necessary if formative assessment is to transform the classroom and a school.  Popham talks about things we at Pipkin already know: professional development is necessary and a school staff must nurture each other as they learn together how the “best fit” of formative assessment for their school.  He also speaks to the essential need to have a single, common understanding for what formative assessment is: “a planned process in which assessment-elicited evidence of students’ status is used by teachers to adjust their ongoing instructional procedures and by student to adjust their current learning tactics.”  Popham goes on to stress that teachers’ adjustments are planned and based on assessment-elicited evidence.  He specifically rules out the routine adjustments teachers make when a student looks puzzled or asks a question that indicates lack of understanding.   


beginning page 110 section on Professional Development   didn’t read very well for the DB but important for school-wide implementation

Popham says that bad news of formative assessment it this: Formative assessment will not improve students’ scores on most of today’s accountability tests.  Why?  Regarding education assessment, the 20th century was about comparative testing.  When assessment “talk” includes terms like norm-referenced, norm grouped, percentiles, categories the primary function is to compare test-takers one to another.  Popham flatly states, “that achievement tests built for a comparative assessment function are altogether unsuitable for fulfilling a school-evaluation function.  The sad reality is that almost all of th today’s educational accountability test are instructionally insensitive, incapable of detecting the difference between effective and ineffective instruction.”  Popham continues with a lengthy accounting of why 
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