     Beliefs     1

Running head: BELIEFS ABOUT ASSESSMENTS 

Beliefs about Assessments

MTE 539

Sandra Cook

University of Phoenix

Adina Alexandru

December 16, 2007

Beliefs about Assessments

Assessments, testing, evaluations.  What do these words truly mean?  Unfortunately, no clear answer exists.  Each word takes on a different meaning depending on the situation in which it is used.  A teacher may assess the usefulness and effectiveness of a lesson after sharing the lesson with a class.  But that same teacher might assess a student and the student’s ability to apply the knowledge from a previous lesson.  Peers as well as teachers can evaluate a student’s performance of a play or on a project presentation.  However, a teacher can also evaluate the usefulness of a seating arrangment.  Typically testing is considered the times in which students are taking standardized exams; these students are testing their knowledge base.  A student could also be testing out theories in a science lab.  Each word takes on a differ meaning depending on the context of its use. Just as the aspects of student evaluation vary so do the purposes of such assessments.   

Generally speaking, the purpose of assessment is threefold—to measure student’s knowledge, to measure student’s growth of knowledge, or to provide a guide for which direction students should pursue to further knowledge of a subject.  Different assessments then, of course, have different purposes.  Multiple choice assessments measure student’s ability to recall information, while an essay assessment could potentially address Evaluation, Bloom’s highest order of knowledge.  The ability to evaluate information suggests a student’s mastery of a subject.  Once the purpose of the assessment is determined, this information would then determine the method in which it should be carried out.  The written exam should be conducted in a quiet room with students separated to discourage wandering eyes.  If a performance assessment were being given, students should be provided with some type of performance area, namely a stage or podium. A new form of assessment, the portfolio assessment, is carried out over the entire school year, with marked deadlines for certain requirements to be met. Because the purpose and dispersal of assessments may vary does not however mean, necessarily, that one assessment is better than any other.
One type of assessment is only better than another in the sense that one assessment may be more appropriate for a situation than another.  For students studying voice or music, a performance assessment of an actual vocal performance taken on by the student’s would be more appropriate than having these same students write an essay on the mechanics of vocal performance, or how to express emotion through song.  In this case, one assessment is most assuredly more appropriate.  However, these same music students would be well served to have a working knowledge of music theory, history, and mechanics which would all be assessed more appropriately with more objective options, like a multiple choice exams. Though there are several different forms of assessment, the one form that receives the most attention is standardized testing.  
Standardized testing is one of the most debated subjects amongst teachers.  There is a belief in most teaching communities that standardized testing is overused and alternative testing should be considered.  Many states and school districts are moving to portfolio and performance assessments more and more often.  These alternative or actual type assessments, place students in the driver seat on their journey to knowledge and the application of information.  The entire process of the creation of standardized tests is what makes them so very distasteful.  Publishing companies bid for contracts to the Department of Education to create the tests for that year.  The Department of Education evaluates the bids and chooses the bidder who offers the greatest value to the US Government.  Not entirely based on the lowest bid, but ultimately the company which does put in the lowest bid, is likely the one that will receive the contract.  So, the Department of Education is putting out tests that were created by the lowest bidder.  Our student’s knowledge, our own children’s knowledge, is being evaluated, assessed, and judged by tests that were created by the people that could do it the cheapest way possible.  This methodology is not very reassuring and certainly does not justify the extensive use of such tests.  So, yes, in this writer’s humble opinion, standardized tests are overused in schools today.  Students need to be tested more on their “actual” knowledge—knowledge that will be useful to them in the world beyond the school’s doors.  
Testing is a necessary evil in the world of education.  Teachers, administrators and yes, even parents need to somehow measure the progress of a student’s mind and his ability to learn and retain and apply knowledge.   How to best test is a question that may haunt the education world for eons.  One of the greatest scientific minds to ever have existed once wrote “Not everything that counts can be counted and not everything that can be counted counts." Albert Einstein is to be thanked for this memorable sentiment. Perhaps his thoughts need to echo in some of the nation’s schools corridors, or even through the hallowed halls of the Department of Education.  In addition, teachers should employ diverse, effective and appropriate methods for measuring the full spectrum of minds of students that populate our nation’s schools.  
