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Introduction

The following describes detailed analyses pertaining to proposals researched and vetted

by subcommittee members. Topics of proposals include detailed evaluations for implementing

performance-based end of year assessments, instituting standards-based assessments, and

providing support for these innovations through innovative professional development

opportunities. Anticipated benefits and drawbacks, based upon educational research, a detailed

review of research and literature and specifîc recommendations are also included.

Purpose

The development of Common Core standards creates an exciting opporfunity to develop

new programs and experiences for our students that address the needs of the 2l't century. The

traditional methods for evaluating student performance seem to contradict current research

findings in the areas of growth mindset and intrinsic rnotivation while also failing to adequately
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develop and measure 2l"t century skills. The need for revision in the area of assessment as well

as the need for high-quality professional development to support innovative methods is therefore

obvious and necessary.

Traditionally at the secondary level, students learning is assessed en-masse two times a

year. Traditional midterm and fînal exams currently occupy 20 days of in the academic year

when factoring in "last test days," review days and exarn days. These tests attempt to measure

what students have learned in the previous semester but often fail to assess the application of

acquired skills and devalue the process of learning emphasized throughout the year.

Fufthermore, the time and effort put forth in developing, administering, studying for, and taking

these exams sacrifices valuable resources on behalf of both teachers and students; time and

resources that could easily be spent on developing valuable and meaningful learning experiences

for our students. Performance-based end of terrn assessments would enable students to

demonstrate skills and apply their knowledge at a much higher level than currently offered with

the added benefit of increasing intrinsic rnotivation within our students by placing a greater

emphasis on the process of learning.

With the development and implementation of performance-based assessments, the need

to revise the current method of assessment must also be considered. Our current traditional

model of assessment attempts to measure a student's knowledge through point accumulation. In

this approach, students' earned points over a given term are divided by the points available to be

earned to produce a final average. This traditional approach is convenient to compare students

and serves as an effîcient means to collect data on supposed student progress. An unintended

consequences of this method is that students often become inappropriately focused on the results
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of learning at the expense of progress and process. Therefore, what motivates and often

demotivates students in this model is the competition for point accumulation rather than the

development of skills, Sfudents misplace their academic pursuits on the end result at the expense

of the process that led to the result. Traditional grading practices have been used for over one

hundred years, and, to date, there have been no meaningful research reports to support it

(Maruano,2000),

This model contradicts the concept of growth mindset and the intent of school in general

-- that students develop skills through the accumulation of knowledge in order to be functioning

and contributing members of society. Worse yet, the current model contributes to widening

achievement gaps and provides little if any support to struggling students. In the case of

motivation, it is suggested that if grades are considered motivating factors, the quality of work

decreases (Pink, 2011). Put sirnply, the greater the emphasis on grades, the less motivated our

students become and the lower the quality of work they will produce as a result, ln this model,

established achievement gaps are reinforced where student progress is measured strictly by the

average of points accumulated and gives little to no emphasis on process and growth over time.

Standards-based assessment is an alternative approach to assessment that more accurately

measures student achievement and provides more valuable and regular feedback for teachers

who, with better data, canmore effectively differentiate for students while also fostering student

motivation in the pursuit of leaming. Today grading experts (Guskey, 20l4;Marzano,2000;

O'Connor, 2009; Reeves, 2008) agree teachers should update their grading practices to better

align with the realities of how and what students are learning in schools (Townsley & Buckmiller

20t6).
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Upgrading assessment to reliably and validly measure student performance must be

closely aligned with upgrading the standards on which performance is measured. In order to

effectively link these two concepts together, standards-based assessments must be utilized. In

the past century, everything from modern medicine to personal cornputing has evolved and

improved; yet our educational system's grading practices have remained the same, despite a lack

of supporting evidence. A standards-based system of assessment seems to be a significant and

defensible improvement over traditional grading practices (Townsley & Buckmiller, 2016).

Adopting a standards-based grading system in our district will provide students with multiple

opportunities to demonstrate leaming while providing regular and meaningful feedback. Grades

will also carry greater meaning and allow teachers to account separately for behavior, work ethic,

attendance, participation, and various other factors that currently muddy and skew our grading

policies.

The benefits of standards-based assessment apply to all grade levels throughout a school

district. In a standards-based assessment system, all children have access to challenging

curriculum and instruction that are focused on grade-level content and achievement standards

(Quenemoen, et. al., 2004). This type of system requires assessments that involve ongoing

collection and use of information to evaluate the effectiveness of instruction (Fuchs & Deno,

1991; Helwig, Heath, & Tindal, 2000; Langenfeld, Thurlow, & Scott, 1997; Lindsey, 1990;

Marston, 1989; Paulson, Paulson, & Meyer, 1991; Stecker & Fuchs, 2000; Stiggins, 2001;

Wiggins & McTigue, 1998), As Hillsborough akeady has common assessment and analysis

mechanisms (e.g. Performance Matters) throughout all levels at all schools, movement to

standards-based assessments will prove to be a more seamless transition when compared to a
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district that does not have such internal mechanisms already in place. Alignment of common

assessment tasks with performance standards is vital.

It is important to note potential drawbacks of standards-based assessment. A short-term

drawback would be the need for professional development of staff in order to appropriately

implement standards-based assessments. On a larger scale, descriptions of standards can be

difficult for students and parents to understand (Quenerloen, et. al., 2004). As this system is a

departure from what most parents understand as how schools assess student progress, there will

most certainly be trepidation and resistance from the community. Consideration of

implementation, course placement procedures, and subsequent explanation of these to parents,

must also be considered, There will also be concerns that standards-based instruction and

assessments could negatively affect student performance on college-level courses (AP classes)

and assessments (SAT, ACT, etc.) (Quenemoen, et. al., 2004).

Making the transition from traditional methods of assessments to performance-based end

of term assessments and standards-based assessments strategies requires ongoing, high quality,

and immediately applicable professional development for teachers to support effective

implementation. In order to address the short-term drawbacks related to professional

development within our district, a closer evaluation of best practices in professional development

is warranted. School districts should be evaluating how teachers leam as much as they are

evaluating how students learn. The Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development

(ASCD) in 2017 reporled that "high quality professional deveiopment leads teachers to gain and

refine knowledge of content and pedagogy; reflects best practices in teaching and learning; helps

adults with varied interests, learning profìles, and readiness learn to work together and feel part
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of a community of learners; and has a positive impact on the classroom in terms of both teacher

effectiveness and student learning" (ASCD, 20ï7). Thus, evaluating the quality of professional

development programs and opportunities for teachers in Hillsborough will ultimately result in

quality programs throughout the district. Targeted, ongoing, and timely professional

development presented as an ongoing process throughout the school year will keep teachers

accountable for their own learning while helping them apply best practices in their classrooms

every day.

Major Areas of Focus / Anticipated Benefits

On the topic of performance-based end of term assessments, the following describe the

potential benefits and drawbacks of this model overall and with specific respect to the

Hillsborough Township Schools. By reallocating the days reserved for review and testing and

using these recovered days by challenging students to design projects that demonstrate and apply

their skills, greater opportunities can be created for students to apply 21't century skills while

increasing motivation by placing greater emphasis on process.

In these two-week periods, teachers will "assign teams and define challenges while

students take the lead in designing, discovering and evaluating possible solutions" (Connected

Learning Alliance, n.d.) Students will be compelled to collaborate with peers in experiences

that allow them to connect classroom challenges with their own interests. These challenges can

also provide community involvement. In some instances, students might be required to provide

daily podcasts to family members apprising them of updates on their progress. Additionally,
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many schools using a similar model open their doors to families during showcases of student

achievement,

The following tables summarize research the subcommittee completed surrounding the

benefits and challenges associated with performance-based and standards-based assessments.

Performance - Based Assessments

BENEFITS CHALLENGES
Students fully immersed in problem solving and

rooperative learning
Community acceptance of non-traditional
approach to teaching and learning

Students network with area professionals to
authenticate their proiects

open-endedness in student-directed

Encourages students to include areas of interest

which builds intrinsic motivation and ownership
of the learning process

Concern over meeting standards and performance

¡n standardized tests

Allows students to empathize, establish relevance,

and apply knowledge from the semester or term
and apply 2l't century skills to promote future
growth

Iraining staff to deliver consistent experiences

Êor all students

Standards-based assessments focus on the NJSLS Potential concerns over lack of commonality
between teachers in the same courses

Direct observation of student learning and

achievement

Concem that students may not be adequately

prepared for College Board exams due to less

''practice"

Multiple opportunities for revision, development
and improvement

Building consensus and training teachers for
project expansion

Opportunities for authentic assessment

Easy transference and adaptations to students of
all grade levels and content areas

No short-term financial cost

Academic calendar remains intact
Reclaims lost instructional time currently devoted

to last-test days, test review and test

implementation by effectively utilizing 10

instructional days at the end of the year

Rigorous and authentic student-directed
rpportunity to apply skills and content learned

[hroughout the semester to identify and propose

solutions to real world problems

Greater opportunity for meaningful and authentic
assessment of student work and achievement
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Standards - Based Assessments

BENEFITS CHALLENGES

Establishes a clear set of grading standards that
allows for separate quantifying of various
factors such as work ethic, behavioq
punctuality, participation, and achievement

Descriptions of standards may be diffrcult for
sfudents and parents to understand

Assessments involve ongoing collection and

use of information to evaluate the effectiveness
of instruction, (Fuchs & Deno, 1991; Helwig,
Heath, & Tindal, 2000; Langenfeld, Thurlow, &
Scott, 1997 ; Lindsey, 1990; Marston, 1989;

Paulson, Paulson, & Meyer, 1991; Stecker &
Fuchs,2000; Stiggins, 2001; Wiggins &
McTigue, 1998)

Concerns that standards-based instruction and

assessments could negatively affect student
performance on college-level courses (AP
classes) and assessments (SAT, ACT, etc.)

Common assessment and analysis mechanisms
(e.g. Performance Matters) are already in place

district-wide

Cost associated with appropriate professional

development

Provides access to challenging curriculum and

instruction focused on grade-level content and

achievement standards, (Quenemoen, et. al.,
2004)

Cpportunities for continuous improvement
through teacher and peer revision

Review of Literature / Research Supporting the Need to Implement the Areas of Focus

An early adopter of this instructional/assessment model is Quest2learn in NYC.

Quest2learn is a 6-12 public school formed with the goal of infusing game-based leaming

principles into everyday instruction. This school developed a program such as the one suggested

in this proposal, called Boss Level. Boss Level projects occur at the end of each school trimester
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and are student-directed research projects where students identify problems based on teacher

guidance and support, research and design solutions to these problems, and then open the school

to parents to present and defend their work. While specifïc data on Boss Level is not currently

available, NYU Professor of Sociology Dr. Richard Arum studied Quest2learn and has found,

and will be publishing in an upcoming book, that, "the average rate of growth of a Quest to

Learn 8th-lOth grade student in one year is comparable to the average rate of growth of a college

student on a similar test called the CLA - across all four years of college." Furthermore,

according to New York state testing data, Quest students in 2015 were 54o/o proficient in ELA as

compared to 30.4o/o of students city-wide. Clearly Quest students are being prepared to address

2 1't century problems with performance-based, student-directed, end of term assessments at the

center of this work; while direct comparison is difficult between differing schools, states and

communities, it is reasonable to conclude that Hillsborough students would benefit from some of

Quest's programs, namely Boss Level end of term performance-based assessments. As this

model is on track to be piloted among five high school teachers this year, a full review of the

results, including student work and feedback will be included included at a later date.

Implementing strategies and concepts presented in professional development workshops

is "an ongoing and complex process" (Dixon, et al., 2014). Making the transition from

traditional formats of assessing to performance-based end of term assessments and

standards-based assessments requires ongoing, systematic, and supportive professional

development in order to maximize efficacy and efflrciency within the classroom. Allison

Gulamhussein, in her presentation for the Center of Public Education, stated that "the real issue

isn't that teachers aren't provided professional developrnent, but that the typical offerings are
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ineffective at changing teachers'practice or student learning" (2013, p. 1). She cites a study in

which 90 percent of teachers have participated in professional development, but most teachers

found the professional development to be ineffective or irrelevant to their individual assignments

(Darling-Hammond eT a1.,2009). Simply put, a teacher's greatest challenge is not in lack of

knowledge but "comes when they attempt to implement newly leamed methods into the

classroont" (Gulamhussein, 2013, p. 10).

Research, therefore, suggests that the most effective and quality professional

development programs come in the form of in-house PD opportunities and coaching. This way,

information is presented in an ongoing, systematic manner that allows teachers to solve any

implementation problems with proper supports in place. This method of providing professional

development would not be evaluative in nature; rather, staff members and coaches are available

to help other staff members utilize strategies and best practices within their classrooms

effectively and with resources available to them on an as-needed basis. Mastery of new skills is

time-consuming, and "teachers may need as many as 50 hours of instruction, practice and

coaching before a new teaching strategy is mastered and implemented in class" (French as cited

in Gulamhussein, 2013,p. 14). The current methods of one-time instruction and independent

implementation of skills do not support teacher effrcacy or student achievement in the 21't

century classroom.

The most signifîcant cost item in switching professional development methods comes in

the form of providing time for teachers to spend in professional leaming and with coaches

(Gulamhussein, 2013).
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Recommendations with Rationale

On the topic of performance-based end of term assessments, it is recommended that the

district reallocate the days reserved for review and testing to implementing Boss Level-like

challenges to our selected students. At the direction of the Assistant Superintendent of

Curriculum and Instruction, it was recommended to pilot this innovation among five secondary

teachers from different departments including Social Studies, Applied Technologies, English and

Math for the 2016lI1 Final Exam period. In lieu of administering the departmental final exams,

participating teachers in selected Honors and CP level courses will assist students through the

Boss Level design process to measure standards mastery of skills and content from throughout

the second semester. Students will still be required to attend the scheduled exam period but

attendance will be used to serve the design process assessment, Following a review of this year's

pilot program, it is recommended to continue and expand the pilot program into the 2017l18

school year including two to three teachers from every high school department.

Closing

As teachers consistently evaluate the learning needs of every student in their classroom,

districts must also evaluate the learning needs of their staff members and provide ongoing, high

quality professional development that meets those needs. Instructional coaches and staff placed

in school buildings with the role of providing professional development to other staff members

ensures that training can be molded and formatted to meet the individual needs of staff in every

building. In this way, teachers will be less inclined to ask, "How does this content apply to me?"

and more likely to ask, "How can I implernent this infonnation in my classroom right away?"
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