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Preface

Words mean more than what is set down on paper. It takes the human
voice to infuse them with deeper meaning.

—Maya Angelou

We have been working together since 1994. We have cotaught in class-
rooms, codirected a district curriculum leader position, coached
together, and are now staff  developers together. Our current role as
staff  developers—or, as we like to think of  it, collaborators in
teaching—allows us to learn with hundreds of  teachers in schools that
represent a wide range of  socioeconomic and demographic factors. It is
a privilege to teach with teachers, observe their brilliance, and learn col-
laboratively every day. The dialogue we have with these educators brings
clarity to our thinking and continually inspires new questions for us.

When we began writing this book, we struggled with how to struc-
ture it so that we could share all that we learn in these classrooms and
have it reflect the many voices we learn from each day. One late night
in the midst of  writing, we looked at each other and asked, “How can
we bring this dynamic nature of  assessment to life on the written
page?” Neither of  us answered. We just ordered another cup of  tea
and sat in silence. Then it came to us . . . the conversations, the dia-
logue, and the stories. We will bring the teachers, the readers, and the
classroom moments we have learned from into this book by sharing
these stories. 

In this book the voice of  “we” represents our—Tammy and
Clare’s—perspective on what we have learned about assessment.

ix
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Although we are continually learning with others, this book is a reflec-
tion of  our thinking, our learning, and our journey in understanding
assessment and instruction. 

x ASSESSMENT IN PERSPECTIVE
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CHAPTER 1

Moving Beyond
the Numbers

Finding the Stories of Our Readers
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Their story, yours and mine—it’s all we carry with us on this trip we take and
we owe it to each other to respect our stories and learn from them.

—William Carlos Williams

� Madeline was a student in our class for two years. She had significant special needs. Madeline

came to us with more quantitative data than we thought could exist on one person. There

was file after file after file. We spent weeks reading about her before we even met her. We

began planning and creating materials before school began. We had it covered—we were all

set. Then we met Madeline. Not only could we not use the beautiful materials we made, but

we could not even get her off the top of the playground structure to come into the class-

room. Educators who wanted to learn about inclusion observed us—they wanted to see

“how it was done.” Can you see it? Twenty educators with clipboards, taking notes as we are

trying to coax her off the top of the monkey bars. Not pretty. We read the files, we analyzed

the assessments, we did the planning, we were ready. Why was this not working? Our mentor

at the time, Betty Noldon Allen, sat down with us one afternoon and after listening to us talk

for about thirty minutes, simply said, “So, who is Madeline? Get to know Madeline. Teach her

and notice how she learns, what engages her, and what she needs to learn. If you don’t under-

stand her as a learner in your classroom, then you will never be able to teach her.” �

Assessment is more than a published test or tool that is administered
formally. Assessment is also the data we collect authentically, every
day. It is humbling to look back at how we approached assessment
with Madeline. We meant well, but we rushed to find the answers to
how to teach her by looking only at the formal data given to us rather
than combining that information with our observations of  her in our
classroom. 

Lucy Calkins talks about the “act of  assessing” when she describes
assessment practices in The Nuts and Bolts of Teaching Writing (2003).
She says, “Assessment is the thinking teacher’s mind work. The intel-
ligence that guides our every moment as a teacher” (85). It is through
this “mind work”—collecting data, asking questions, digging deeper,
talking with colleagues, and putting the pieces of  information
together—that we can truly understand our readers and find their
stories. 
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Calkins’s definition of  assessment rings true, but since 2002, when
the high-stakes testing climate began, it has been difficult to keep this
definition alive. The No Child Left Behind Act has caused those in our
profession to focus more on administering assessments, reporting
quantitative data, and accountability and less on understanding the
assessments we are using and the type of  information they can pro-
vide about our readers. Many of  us have been so busy trying to imple-
ment an assessment plan that little time is left to use it to understand
our students. What’s worse is that the value being placed on “high-
stakes” tests has caused teachers to question how the classroom
assessments we have always used to guide our instruction fit into the
equation.

There have been days—okay, maybe months—when these changes
in our profession leave us feeling like we are drowning in data. Yet we
know that buried within all these data are the stories of  our students
as readers. We cannot afford to lose these stories. We are pushing our-
selves to remember that behind every number is a reader and that we,
as teachers, have the power to use assessment to make a difference for
each one of  them.

We know everyone has a humbling teacher moment like our
“Madeline story”—personally, we have quite a few. Teaching is never
perfect. “There is no such thing as the perfect lesson, the perfect day
in school, or the perfect teacher. For teachers and students alike, the
goal is not perfection but the persistence in the pursuit of  under-
standing important things” (Tomlinson and McTighe 2006, 56). There
is also no such thing as the perfect assessment or assessment plan. We
think we can all agree that assessment as it stands today in our profes-
sion as elementary educators is far from perfect. Assessment to us,
however, is not only about a tool and the information it provides; it is
about what we do with that tool and information. Assessment is about
the pursuit of  understanding our readers, and what we do in that act
makes a difference in the life of  a reader. When we reflect on our
teaching journey, from Madeline to now, we realize that the greatest
learning has always come from the conversations we have about
readers with our colleagues. 

Assessment is a controversial topic (and some say a dry topic) to
be writing about, but many of  you and your stories have inspired us
to advocate for the true role of  assessment in our profession. In this
book we share the stories of  the many educators who open their class-
room doors and share their knowledge, wisdom, and questions with us

3Chapter 1: Moving Beyond the Numbers

3© 2015 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781760016791 • SHP6791

© H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



so we can continue to learn. We hope that through sharing stories of
real classrooms, we will bring the dynamic nature of  assessment to life
in a way that will engage you in a dialogue as you read. These stories
are not about perfection, but about the pursuit of  moving beyond the
numbers to find the stories of  our readers. There is a medical truism
that says, “Eighty percent of  the time, a diagnosis can be made on his-
tory—the diagnosis is often in the story.” We find that the greatest
potential in assessment is also in the story. We hope you agree.
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