
Commentary: Connecting the Dots 
in Assessment BY THOMAS EWKIRK 

y now, the rhetoric of national assessment is familiar to all. The United States is in danger 
of falling behind its international competitors in educational achievement. Despite spend
ing more money, we fall in the middle of the pack in reading and math and even lower in 

science. This disappointing achievement threatens our economic future and can only be 
reversed by establishing uniform standards and regular tests that are, finally, linked to 
teacher salaries. In other words, we are still very much a "nation at risk." 

There is a fundamental incompatibility between the desire to teach 21st century skills on 
one hand and the assessment instruments that give the standardized "data" used to evaluate 

schools, teachers, states, and the country. The problem is a simple one. To create any kind 
of test, it is essential to predetermine the responses of students; if we give multiple-choice 
tests, we know that for any question, the answer will be one of four or five options. Even 

in writing assessments, we can predetermine the elements that will be evaluated, create 
a rubric, and give reliable scores. What these tests, even good ones, have trouble dealing 
with is novelty, originality, creativity, productivity, and expression-the very capacities that 

will really matter in the 21st century (and any century, for that matter). 

Are we testing what we truly think 
are the 21st century skills? 

Or are we testing those that we can test 
quickly, cheaply, and in a way that allows 

for ranking and comparison ... 

To put it another way, we can thinK of two forms of language activity: those that are largely 
receptive (reading and listening) and those that are largely productive (speaking and writ

ing). The productive processes are much harder to control and assess, not to mention more 
expensive. While speaking is listed on virtually every set of language standards, it defies 
standardized testing and for that reason drops off the assessment map. Yet if we are choos
ing skills that are aligned with future employment demands, speaking would be central, 

as many of the newly created jobs will be in the service and health fields where effective 
human interaction is crucial. It brings to mind the old joke about the drunk who is looking 
for his keys under a streetlight. A policeman comes up to him and asks, "Is this where 
you think you lost them?" "No," the drunk answers, "but the light is better here." Are we 

testing what we truly think are the 21st century skills? Or are we are testing those that we 
can test quickly, cheaply, and in a way that allows for ranking and comparison-where 
the light is better. 
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The situation is even more complicated if we consider the ways 
language skills are used in conjunction. Take, for example, 
reading comprehension. In the pantheon of tested human abili
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ers. The prompt clearly indicates that the answer should include 
information on cleaning the cars and pleasing customers, and it 
invites "text features" that can help with document design. So 

ties, few capacities are more valued than 
reading comprehension; home prices rise 
or fall on school achievement in this area. 
But in the world I know, we rarely com
prehend simply to comprehend. Reading 
is linked in complex activity systems to 
other verbal and nonverbal genres. We 
read to write or to present material. We 
select points and summarize from our 
reading in PowerPoint presentations. We 
do something with our comprehension. 
We don't remember key facts or details 
or the main idea in isolation from wider 
purposes {and absent these wider pur
poses, we would quickly forget it all!). As 
proponents of the new literacy movement 
{now not so new) have argued, literacy is 
multi-modal. Writing in the 21st century 
will involve the orchestration of various 

There is a fundamental 
there is a gesture toward multi-modal 
composing. No question about it-care 
and thought went into the prompt. 

incompatibility between 
the desire to teach 

21st century skills on 
one hand and the 

The student answers are filled with good 
advice about using squeegees, sequenc
ing the washing and rinsing, cleaning 
the interior of cars (being careful not to 
discard anything), as well as the divi
sion of labor and attracting customers 
("Keep a smile on your face and have 
fun!"). There were diagrams showing 
the proper routing of cars. Here, for 
example, is the opening paragraph of a 
top-rated paper: 

assessment 
instruments that give 

the standardized "data" 
used to evaluate 

schools, teachers, states, 
and the country. 

A car wash is a great way for groups 
to raise money. Many funds can be 
obtained through the car wash by 

symbol systems-visual, textual, oral, musical. Surely, basic 
literacy skills are important for this new form of integrated 
composing, but if we are to promote and evaluate 21st century 
literacy, we will need to assess more than a paper-and-pencil 
response to a prompt that will be read in a minute by underpaid 
and underemployed hourly employees at organizations like 
Pearson or Measured Progress. 

This discrepancy between the rhetoric and reality of assessment 
struck me recently as I discussed with my graduate students 
the results of the recent 11th grade writing test developed by 
Measured Progress and given to students in three New England 
states. On an October day in 2008, thousands of 11th graders 
were asked to write given this prompt: 

Your group is holding a car wash to raise money. You are 
responsible for developing a procedure to do a thorough job 
of cleaning vehicles and pleasing your customers. Write 
the procedure. You may include text features (diagrams, 
bullets/numbers, etc.) to help the reader. 

Developing these prompts is extraordinarily difficult, as design
ers have to deal with the devilish problem of prior knowledge. 
How can they ensure that some students won't be disadvantaged 
because they lack information or background with the topic? In 
this case, one might assume that students are generally familiar 
with washing cars and have had some contact with these fundrais-

using an effective procedure and receiving assistance 
from several members of the group. If I were assigned 
with the task of developing a procedure that will ensure 
the proper cleaning of vehicles as well as customer sat
isfaction, I would create a system based on the division 
oflabor. When each person has a specific responsibility 
in the car wash, the success of the fundraiser will be 
unsurpassed. 

This student is performing this task about as well as I could. 
She uses sophisticated vocabulary and identifies a concepts 
(division oflabor) to organize her answer. But I can't escape the 
impression that she is being juvenilized, pushed to deal with a 
simplified task; rather than challenging this writer to think, we 
are not too far from the "making the peanut butter sandwich" 
type of writin·g. 

But "21st century literacy,'' "global competition," "nation at risk" 
... ? What assurance does even a superior performance on tests 
like this one provide? To quote that proverbial Yankee farmer 
who said, when asked by a lost traveler how to get to Portland, 
"You can't get there from here." 

I am not arguing against assessment. I am arguing that we 
face a fundamental choice. If we insist on evaluating students, 
teachers, schools, states, and our country on the basis of cur
rent standardized tests, we will have to rely on tests like this 
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one. Given the constraints and economics of testing, none of 
us could have done better. If we insist on this path, the gap 
between the claims of accountability and the reality of the test 
will remain glaring. We will have to settle for tests that neces
sarily reduce literacy in a way that it bears little resemblance 
to the complex, collaborative, multi-modal integrated practices 
needed in the future. The alternative is to recognize that these 
tests will never he able elicit the complex performances that 
might have some real connection to 21st century literacy. But 
to evaluate them, our country will have to abandon its love 
affair with comparative data, with standardization, and even 
with achievement viewed as an individual trait. It will also 
entail trusting local assessments, even teachers, for the only 
way to get at real 21st century skills is through the assessment 
of performances too complex, too extended, too collaborative 
for traditional assessment. I had a glimpse of this kind of 
performance in a recent visit to a conference at The Haverford 
School outside Philadelphia. 

At this international conference of boys' education, the Chestnut 
Hill robotics club gave a IS-minute demonstration on their recent 
work. They had won a competition that required them to build 
not one but several robots; these robots "played" in an enclosed 
space with dozens of soccer balls. There were several small robots 
that directed the balls into a taller robot that lifted the halls and 
deposited them in a container; the winning team deposited the 
most balls. The game was filled with complications. If the taller 
robot tipped over and couldn't right itself, the game was over. So 
the smaller robots, in addition to herding the balls, also had to 
be available to restore the depositing robot to its upright position. 
The teams had to read carefully the competition rules, construct 
the robots, develop the system of remote directions, and play the 
game for that team. The work was collaborative. It was reiterative, 
with numerous cycles of testing and modification. It required the 
coordination of multiple-skills systems-reading, mechanical 
design, coding of instructions. And it was public. The projects 
were publicly tested in competitions and on that day displayed 
to an international audience (students also made a narrated film 
of their competitions). These kids, I thought, were the same age 
as the writers of the car wash instructions. 

Ifliteracy assessment is to move in this direction, it must involve 
new forms of performance. One model might be similar to the 
assessment at the experimental Eagle Rock School in Estes Park, 
CO. At that school, students have to meet a set of standards and 
demonstrate they are met. They must demonstrate they have 
met the objective to a panel composed not only of teachers but 
also community members. For example, the school takes com
munity service seriously, so students must demonstrate they 
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have meaningfully involved themselves in the community. This 
typically involves preparing written documents and participat
ing in a 30-minute session, with 15 minutes for the students to 
make the case that they met the standards and 15 minutes for 
questions and answers from the panel. This form of evaluation 
does not lead to ranking and school-to-school comparison, but 
it is realistic, rigorous, and civic. Consider these benefits of such 
an assessment: 

The format of oral presentation (including visual elements) 
plus a question session is a type of integrated performance 
that will be required in the workplace and in civic settings 
(e.g., presentation of proposals, discussion of patients, advo
cacy in public meetings). To develop confidence and skill 
in public presentations is an unquestionable advantage for 
students. 

• It involves community members in the meaningful work of 
assessing student learning. Like jury duty, this kind of public 
work opens up schooling to a public that too often gets its 
(negative) impression of schools from the media. 
There is no question that a public performance of this kind 
will seem "real" and consequential to students. It is one thing 
to write a quick essay that is read by an anonymous reader at 
Measured Progress; it is something entirely different to speak 
before an audience of teachers and community members. 
The new Common Core State Standards require such high 
levels of proficiency, particularly in the area of analytic and 
persuasive writing, that they cannot he realistically tested by 
traditional standardized tests. To write at the level expected 
will require extensive research, planning, and revision-that 
might be demonstrated in a discussion of a student portfolio, 
hut not on a timed test. 

In schools across the country, there is often more public support 
for extracurricular achievement-athletics, drama, music, 4H 
(in rural areas), robotics-than for actual academic work. While 
academic work proceeds in obscurity through tests and grades, 
these other activities are performed for a public and for that 
reason often seem more "real" to students. When done well, they 
build school support from a public that can see what students are 
learning. In many communities, these extracurricular activities 
are centers of community pride in schools. Can the same be done 
for academic work? 

In a recent interview for Phi Delta Kappan, Yong Zhao, an 
education professor at the University of Michigan, expressed 
his bewilderment that the United States would pursue a test
driven approach to learning and international competition, 
similar to what he experienced in China. In Zhao's view, this is 



a wrong turn, at odds with traditional U.S. values of ingenuity 
and innovation: 

American education is at a crossroads. We have two 
choices. We can destroy our strengths in order to catch 
up with others on test scores, or we can build on our 
strengths and remain a leader in innovation and creativity. 
The current push for more standardization, centraliza
tion, high-stakes testing, and test-based accountabil
ity is rushing us down the first path. What will keep 
America strong and Americans prosperous is the other 
path because it cherishes individual talents, cultivates 
creativity, celebrates diversity, and inspires curiosity. 
(Richardson, 2010, p. 20) 

All of which does not mean we give up on assessment, but it 
will mean abandoning simplistic conceptions of achievement, 
comparison, and teacher motivation. The more complex perfor
mative measures of assessing can, in my view, only be local; 
they can't be teacher proofed and standardized. Only then is 
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there any possibility of connecting our rhetoric with the reality 
of student learning. 

Tlwmas Newkirk is a former high school teacher and has directed 
the New Hampshire Literacy Institutes for the past 30 years. He 
has written extensively on literacy education at all grade levels. 
His most recent book is Holding on to Good Ideas in a Time of Bad 
Ones: Six Literacy Principles Worth Fighting For (Heinemann, 
2009 ). He is currently working on a book with the working title 
The Case for Slow Reading. 
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