
Guidelines for the Participants to Learn from Examining Student Work  

When looking for evidence of student thinking: 

 Stay focused on the evidence that is present in the work.  
 Avoid judging what you see.  
 Look openly and broadly; don't let your expectations cloud your vision.  
 Look for patterns in the evidence that provide clues to how and what the student was 

thinking.  

When listening to colleagues' thinking: 

 Listen without judging.  
 Tune in to differences in perspective.  
 Use controversy as an opportunity to explore and understand each other's perspectives.  
 Focus on understanding where different interpretations come from.  
 Make your own thinking clear to others.  
 Be patient and persistent.  

When reflecting on your thinking:  

 Ask yourself, "Why do I see this student work in this way? What does this tell me about what 
is important to me?"  

 Look for patterns in your own thinking.  
 Tune in to the questions that the student work and your colleague’s comments raise for you.  
 Compare what you see and what you think about the student work with what you do in the 

classroom.  

When you reflect on the process of looking at student work, ask: 

 What did you see in this student's work that was interesting or surprising?  
 What did you learn about how this student thinks and learns?  
 What about the process helped you see and learn these things?  
 What did you learn from listening to your colleagues that was interesting or surprising?  
 What new perspectives did your colleagues provide?  
 How can you make use of your colleague’s perspectives?  
 What questions about teaching and assessment did looking at this student's work raise for 

you?  
 How can you pursue these questions further?  
 Are there things you would like to try in your classroom as a result of looking at the student's 

work?  
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Clarifying Question Stems  
 
Clarifying questions communicate that the listener has heard what the speaker said, but does not fully understand.  Some 
possible clarifying stems to use during Step 2 – Clarifying Questions – of the Examining Student Work Protocol: 

 Would you tell me a little more about . . . ? 

 Let me see if I understand . . . ? 

 I’d be interested in hearing more about . . . 

 It would help me understand if you could give me an example of . . .  

 So, are you saying . . . ? 

 Tell me what you mean when you . . . 

 Tell me how that idea is like (different from) . . . 

 I’m curious to know more about . . . 

 I’m intrigued by . . .  / I’m interested in . . . / I wonder . . .  
 
“Why” questions tend to elicit a defensive response. 
 
 

Discussion / Suggestion Stems 
 
During Step 4 – Participant Discussion – of the Examining Student Work Protocol, the following Discussion / Suggestions 
stems may be useful: 

 One thing I’ve learned/noticed is . . . 

 A couple of things to keep in mind . . . 

 From our experience, on thing we’ve noticed . . . 

 Several/some teachers I know have tried a couple of different things in this sort of a situation and maybe one might 
work for you . . . 

 Something to keep in mind when planning / working with / teaching a lesson . . . 

 Something you might consider trying is . . . 

 There are a number of approaches 

 Sometimes it’s helpful if . . . 

 
The following questions invite the teacher to imagine how the idea might work in his/her context. 

 How might that look in your classroom? 

 To what extent might that work in your situation/with your students? 

 What do you imagine might happen if you were to try something like that with your class? 

 Which of these ideas might work best in your classroom (with your students)? 
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Protocol for Examining Assessments for Alignment and Effectiveness

I.    Getting Started:  (2 min.)

     Facilitator reviews the purpose for the meeting, establishes time limits for each part of the process and  
     reviews group norms.

II.   Reviewing the Purpose of the Assessment:  (5 min.) 

� Solo reflection. Participants are given a copy of the assessment and reflect on the following question:

As a group, discuss the intended purpose for the assessment. 
During this period, the group gathers as much information as possible from the assessments.  Such as:  “What is being 
assessed?”  “How could the assessment results be utilized?”
� List the group’s observations on chart paper.  Base observations on evidence and avoid judgments about the 

quality of the assessment.

III.   Analyzing the Alignment of the Assessment:  (5 min.) 

Review the assessment item, the GLE it was intended to assess and the rubric designed to score the assessment to 
determine whether the skills and understandings expected in the GLE are present in the item, rubric or in the student work. 

� Consider the following question as you are conducting the item analysis: 
       “Is there a match between the GLE, the assessment item, the rubric and the student work?”

IV.    Determining the Effectiveness of the Assessment:  (5 min.)

Based on the group discussions about purpose and the results of the alignment analysis, does the assessment actually tell
you what you need to know about student learning?

� How effective is the assessment in terms of telling you what students are expected to know and be able to do?
� How can the assessment or components of the assessment be used or modified? 
� What recommendations can the team make?

Record the group’s responses and recommendations on the meeting notes page. 

V.    Closing: (3 min.)  Discuss the process and use of the protocol.

 “From your own perspective, what is the purpose of using this assessment?” 
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Assessment Analysis- Team Meeting Notes 

 
Assessment:  ___________________________________________ 
 
Grade Level:  ______________ Subject: _____________________ 
 

 
 

 Purpose for the assessment 
(Notes from discussion) 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Evidence of Alignment of 
Assessment 
 with GLE’s 

 
 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 Effectiveness of the Assessment 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Recommendations 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Implications for teaching, learning  

and assessment 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Other notes: 

School: _____________________________ 
 
Date:  ______________________________ 
  
Analyzed by: _________________________ 
 
____________________________________ 
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Assessment Analysis 

 
Assessment:  ___________________________________________ 
 
Grade Level:  ______________ Subject: _____________________ 
 

 
 

 Purpose for the assessment 
(Notes from discussion) 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Evidence of Alignment of 
Assessment 
 with GLE’s 

 
 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 Effectiveness of the Assessment 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Recommendations 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Implications for teaching, learning  

and assessment 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Other notes: 

School: _____________________________ 
 
Date:  ______________________________ 
  
Analyzed by: _________________________ 
 
____________________________________ 



Read the following excerpt taken from: 

Creating Effective School Districts: Lessons from Practice, Research, 

and National Reports 

American Education, July 2004  by Joseph Murphy,  Richard P. Mesa,  and Phillip Hallinger 

“It is important to establish consistency in the districts' instructional practices 

and curriculum. One of the major lessons of the school effectiveness literature 

is that consistency and coordination in a district's curriculum and instructional 

programs can have a significant impact on student achievement. Such 

consistency establishes clear expectations about what is to be learned and how 

it is to be taught and assessed. One of the areas where this consistency has 

high payoff is in course content and requirements--for example, academic 

rigor. Consistency of academic rigor across a district is a product of well-

defined time allocations for basic academic subjects, expanded course 

requirements, substantial scope of material within courses, and regularly 

assigned homework. 

In addition to promoting academic rigor, districts establish program 

consistency by coordinating the curriculum. This entails three activities: clearly 

defining the curricular objectives across grades for all subjects; selecting and 

developing textbooks and other materials so that they are consistent with 

those objectives; and creating and/or purchasing tests which address 

themselves specifically to district objectives. 

Another important area of required coordination is that of instructional 

practices. Instead of allowing each school and/or teacher to teach as desired, 

as has often been the practice in the past, districts should promote consistent 

district wide use of those instructional strategies and models that are most 

effective at promoting student achievement.”  
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Kennedy 

How can teacher groups assess student work 
productively? By focusing on improving teaching, not 
on proving students "got it." 

 
With the proliferation of data teams, lesson study groups, and 

professional learning communities, teachers today have plenty of 

opportunities to analyze student work together. But collaborating in 

teacher groups can be challenging and— sadly—unproductive, even when teams use recommended 

protocols. 

For the past five years, we have studied eight professional learning communities of secondary-level math 

and science teachers who engage in inquiry centered on assessing student work. We've witnessed the 

challenges teachers encounter in sharing differing beliefs about teaching and learning, finding resources 

that inform their inquiry, identifying which student work to consider, and making sense of students' thinking 

in relation to learning goals. 

Teachers are usually on their own in figuring out how to sustain effective collaboration. But it may not 

come naturally. The education culture prizes professional independence and privacy. Teachers' tendency 

to make decisions about teaching and assessment within individual classrooms gives them few 

opportunities to examine with others the effects of their teaching on students' understanding. If teacher 

collaboration is going to yield productive results, we must find ways to address these obstacles. 

One key is for teacher groups to come to assessments with a truly inquisitive approach. Charalambos and 

Silver (2008) discuss the differing approaches individual teachers take in looking at student assessments: 

Some look with an eye to proving student learning gains, some to improving their practice through 

reflecting on data. We have extended this "proving or improving" idea to the agendas teachers adopt as 

they analyze student work collaboratively. The approach the group takes can significantly alter what and 

how much teachers learn from the experience. 

Our research team provided support to these new professional learning communities as they launched, 

and we encouraged the groups to use assessment data to identify gaps in student learning or to judge 

whether teacher interventions were having the desired effect. But we found that in many cases, teachers 

approached data for the purpose of proving that students had learned and that teachers had done their 

jobs well. This approach is natural, given that external evaluators now use high-stakes tests to draw 

blanket conclusions about teachers and students, with huge financial implications. Demonstrating that a 

chosen intervention is working or that a student is approaching grade-level expectations is important. But 

although the proving approach is justifiable, it limits what teachers learn. 

The Proving Approach: Are They "Getting It"? 
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When teachers used their time together to prove that students had learned and teachers had taught well, 

teachers focused on whether students "got it." If students who achieved a 4 or higher were marked as 

proficient, for example, these groups focused on whether learners had scored at least a 4. Teachers often 

processed data in terms of percentages correct or incorrect. They spent a lot of time and focused a lot of 

attention on finding, adapting, and creating assessments that had a good chance of generating positive 

results. 

Sometimes teachers were so focused on being able to attain score gains that they didn't consider 

questions like, What does "got it" mean to each of us? What kind of understanding did the students who 

received 4s have that the students who received 3s did not have? What are the students who received a 

1, 2, or 3 showing us they need from us? 

Teachers bent on proving also leaned toward considering behavioral or life factors—such as attendance, 

motivation, or home situation—to explain why a student performed in a particular way, rather than seeking 

clues in the student's work about what interventions might move that learner forward. 

Our research team observed certain patterns among proving-focused teachers. These teachers held on to 

predetermined ideas about students' abilities. For example, teachers assumed that high-achieving 

students understood content even when their work did not explicitly reveal understanding, and they took 

for granted that low-achieving students did not understand without exploring such students' emerging 

learning. Provers more often held rigid ideas about how to express a grasp of content correctly. They 

compared students' responses to these rigid expectations without being open to alternative ways of 

understanding, processing, or expressing the desired knowledge. 

The Improving Approach: What Are They Thinking? 
Despite external pressure to prove that students had learned, some of the teacher groups we observed 

were able to talk about student work in terms of improving both teaching and learning, rather than 

exclusively taking a proving approach. Teacher groups that took an improving stance tried to use students' 

work to understand student thinking. This helped teachers understand what students' needed as they 

planned further instruction. 

These teachers looked for varied forms of assessments that could reveal students' thinking and then 

thoughtfully discussed how to interpret the data. For example, a group of science teachers we worked with 

at Cedar Grove Middle School1  determined that multiple-choice questions would not give them much 
information about their students' thinking. They decided to include space on assessments for students to 

write about why they chose the answer they did. Teachers pored over students' explanations in an attempt 

to understand their conceptions and misconceptions rather than simply placing students in "got it" or 

"hasn't got it" piles. 

Improving-focused groups had more generative conversations about student work. Teachers' discussions 

yielded questions that teachers wrestled with; those questions led to additional questions and sometimes 

to spirited debates about what teaching and learning should look like. Teachers sharpened their thinking 

about instruction, learning styles, content expectations, formative assessment, the role of the teacher, and 

student engagement. 

As the following two vignettes illustrate, our research suggests that an improving approach led teachers to 

deeper understandings about teaching and learning, greater satisfaction about the outcome of their 

collaborative work, and more informed classroom decisions. 

Cedar Grove: Pausing to Ask Questions 
Karen, the leader of the Cedar Grove learning community, led her group of science teachers through an 

inquiry cycle focused on science vocabulary. (See our research project Web site, 

www.vancouver.wsu.edu/stride, for more information on the inquiry cycle.) This cycle, which unfolded over 
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an academic year, included reading literature, developing baseline assessments, creating teaching 

interventions, collecting more student data after those interventions, and examining this new data to 

determine next steps. 

Although some members were eager to move quickly through the cycle, Karen encouraged the group to 

take time to ponder and talk about what they really wanted to know about their students' science learning. 

The Cedar Grove teachers decided to concentrate on words that students would need in science courses 

but that were not tied to one particular unit or branch of science. Such words as system, model, and 

function were often more troubling to students than specific content words. One teacher gave an example 

of a student who knew what mucus was but could not articulate the function of mucus. Another shared that

when students were asked to draw a model of cellular respiration, grasping the meaning of model was 

more difficult for them than explaining cellular respiration. Teachers built a list of words they believed 

students must master to express what they knew about science content and created a corresponding 

assessment. 

Karen continually asked questions concerning the construction of the group's word list and baseline 

assessment. She acknowledged that she was unclear about what it actually meant to know vocabulary, 

saying, "Before we jump into finding out how we can solve [the vocabulary problem], I think we need to be 

really clear on what we're talking about. … How do we know when you've achieved [true knowledge of a 

concept]?" 

Drawing on a research article, Karen facilitated a discussion that helped the group members sharpen their 

thinking about the specific vocabulary they would be assessing and how and why they were assessing it. 

After administering the vocabulary assessment they had created, some group members wanted to 

immediately score papers and plan interventions. Karen suggested they spend more time trying to 

understand and explore students' misconceptions. 

During their analysis of responses on this vocabulary assessment, the teachers learned important truths 

about student thinking—and their own teaching. They recognized that they had often been unclear in how 

they used certain words, such as prediction and hypothesis, in class. The group took time to talk about 

and clarify distinctions among related words so teachers could be more precise in future instruction. 

Teachers also discovered that simply counting correct and incorrect answers on a multiple-choice 

assessment was insufficient. Several times, students' written explanations revealed errors in their thinking 

even though they had selected the correct answer. 

Teachers were surprised by the thinking revealed in students' written responses. Some learners believed 

that, as one wrote, "system has to do with size" and thought human bodies were not systems. Many 

students did not recognize that a system needs to have uniform units of measurement. To create lessons 

to clarify this concept, teachers explored systems that students might already be familiar with, such as an 

iPod docking system. 

Similarly, some students believed evidence was only evidence if it was obtained from a specific lab or if 

someone gave it to you. Teachers guessed that students might be extrapolating ideas about evidence 

from television crime shows and brainstormed how they could address these misconceptions. 

At the end of the year, the group retested students on the vocabulary. They found that focusing on student 

thinking and creating lessons to correct misconceptions had led to learning gains. They planned to 

continue exploring student thinking through written assessments in the coming year. 

Alder Creek: Clarifying Expectations 
Cheryl and Lauren, coleaders of the Alder Creek learning community, focused their group's conversations 

on assessing students' written scientific conclusions and determining exactly what a high-quality 

conclusion should include. When Cheryl and Lauren were building their assessment of students' science 
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conclusions, colleagues in the group asked them, "What's so important about writing conclusions?" Cheryl 

acknowledged that she was unsure. The group drew on readings and other resources to help them think 

out loud together about what they expected from their students and why. 

The teachers tried to pinpoint the attributes of conclusion writing that they wanted their students to master 

before leaving their classes. They negotiated a common prioritized list of seven expectations— for 

example, the expectation that students provide data in support of their answers to a research question or 

their hypothesis. The group used these expectations to develop a tool that contained the critical facets of 

scientific conclusions and listed the errors they frequently saw students make in their use of data. (See 

Minstrell, Anderson, Kraus, & Minstrell, 2008 for more on critical facets.) Learning community members 

used the tool to assess students' science writing and track student progress. The list of errors helped 

teachers record the specific mistakes in data reporting that their students made throughout the year and 

decide together how to address widespread errors. 

From past experience, the teachers sensed that students would need help determining what information 

should be included in a science conclusion and how to organize that information. They collectively built a 

graphic organizer for learners and agreed to use it. 

After collecting student writing several times during the year and using their facet tool to compare their 

students' conclusion writing to the teachers' expectations, the group members discussed what they 

observed. They also looked at how each of the teachers had incorporated the graphic organizer into his or 

her classes to see whether anyone had discovered a particularly effective method. 

After several rounds of looking at student writing, Alder Creek teachers found that students had benefited 

from the graphic organizer but—as they predicted—there were still areas of confusion regarding science 

concepts. Even though many students were organizing their conclusions well, students continued to 

display significant misunderstandings in their interpretations of data. Interpretation of data clearly needed 

to become a focus. The teachers discussed how they could center their next inquiry process on helping 

students make sense of and write about experimental data. 

Enriching Complexities 
Judging from our observations of many learning communities, we must admit that taking an improving 

approach does not remove the challenges involved in looking at student work collaboratively. In fact, as 

the scenarios described here show, taking an improving stance often unearths the formidable complexities 

of teaching and learning that stay hidden when the focus is on making cutoff scores. But we believe 

switching from a proving to an improving approach will yield more worthwhile discussions around student 

work—discussions that enrich our teaching as well as our students' understanding. 
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Endnote 

1  All names of schools and teachers are pseudonyms.
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