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From Test Takers to Test Makers 

Kari Smith

When students become partners in the assessment process, tests become vehicles for learning.

Meet Mary and Nathan, two typical students from my 25-year teaching career. If you're like most teachers, you'll probably recognize them.

Mary received top grades, but she did not participate much in class discussions, nor did she reveal deep insights when challenged with why questions: Why do you think the author comes to this conclusion? Why do you think the king decided to attack? Why do you think the substances changed colors when they were mixed? She did, however, do well on most tests because they were not made up of why questions, but of fact questions: What was the author's conclusion? When did the attack take place? What color did the substances become when mixed? Mary studied hard just before the test and developed good techniques for answering the questions. I knew Mary would get good grades, but I was worried about her understanding of the material.

Nathan, on the other hand, did not do well on tests. He was especially unhappy with fact questions. He wanted to see the relationships among the facts and understand how the facts had become facts. He complained that there was not enough time for this during the test and that there was never enough space to write explanations. Nathan made our class discussions interesting; he had in-depth knowledge and sought understanding when he felt it was absent. He excelled at the why questions. I knew Nathan understood the material, but this was not evident in his test scores.

Questioning Assessment

I started studying assessment as an academic because I was unhappy as a schoolteacher with how assessment took place. I realized that tests did not reflect the current level of competence and knowledge of students like Mary and Nathan. My first responsibility was to students, and traditional tests did not serve their needs—or my needs as a teacher. So I started looking for other ways to understand students' learning.

My thinking was influenced by a variety of assessment experts (for example, Black & Wiliam, 1998; Crooks, 1988; Gipps, 1994; Popham, 1995; Sadler, 1987, 1998; and Stiggins, 2002). I came to see assessment as a combination of processes—not merely a test taken at a specific point in time. The assessor (in our case, the teacher) can only make inferences about student learning on the basis of the data collected. The quality of conclusions drawn depends on the quality of the data. So how do we improve the data?

I realized that it would not be wise to do away with tests. The education system is based on testing, and testing is widely accepted among parents and students. Plus, tests illuminate an important aspect of students' learning profiles, namely, the ability to present factual knowledge within a given time limit. I started pursuing what I call complementary assessments (as opposed to alternative assessments). With complementary assessment, tests become more than way to give grades; they also act as learning tools before, during, and after test administration.

How can teachers translate this view into practice? Here, I offer some ideas for using tests for learning as well as assessment. I have practiced these strategies in English as a foreign language, literature, and education classes with learners ranging from as young as 9 years old to the university level. Other teachers have put them to use in courses in mathematics, history, and other subjects.

Learning Through Creating the Test

Having students help write a test is useful for reviewing and for easing test anxiety. I usually apply the technique when we have completed a unit or when approaching the end of term, following these steps.

Step 1. Students look through their notes and other material from the unit and write down the main points they have learned. This is the first review, done by the individual student at home.

Step 2. The teacher invites the whole class to brainstorm a list of learning points, all of which are written on the board. The list serves as a review for all students, and it reveals what students perceive as the main points of the unit. Students like Mary might point out important facts, whereas the Nathans in the class will share how those facts intersect. I've found that the student-generated list does not always match my intended teaching points, so it helps me to refine my own teaching so that I better emphasize the points I want students to learn.

Step 3. The teacher discusses with the class how the learning points were covered, whether through discussions, lectures, group work, readings, digital learning, field trips, and so on. This step reminds the students and the teacher that learning and teaching activities come in different wrappings— that Mary's facts and Nathan's analyses are both part of learning.

Step 4. The teacher briefly informs the students about the basics of test design. I usually explain how open and closed test items tap into different types of knowledge, and I stress the importance of clarity of instructions and of the questions themselves. Students are usually keen on peeping into the "black box" of testing, and learners suffering from test anxiety may feel more at ease when they better understand test design.

Step 5. The class is divided into groups of five students. Each group designs approximately eight test tasks or items, keeping in mind the tips they were given in the previous step. Ideally, students will create a mix of multiple choice and discussion questions; however, most students' questions reflect the type of questions they have encountered on other tests in the class.

To write a good test item, the designer has to understand the topic well, so the student groups spend time in intense discussion and review. If any student does not understand the topic, other group members usually explain it. The teacher monitors the groups, pushing them to go beyond the factual level to design tasks that require the higher levels of understanding that students like Nathan long to share and that students like Mary need to develop.

Step 6. Each group presents its final product to the class. Group members answer classmates' questions about the test items. After the presentations, all test items are familiar to all students, and most misunderstandings have been clarified by the students, not by the teacher. If the students are unable to clarify some misunderstandings, the teacher steps in and reteaches the material in a different way. Often, these misunderstandings are evidence of a problem with the teaching, and the exercise gives the teacher useful feedback and ensures that students will not be assessed on material that they haven't had adequate opportunity to learn.

Step 7. The teacher collects the student-designed tests and creates a final version, using only items written by students and making sure questions from each group appear on the test. The goal is to create a test with a good mix of fact-based and analytical questions, so that students like both Mary and Nathan can demonstrate their strengths and push themselves to grow in their areas of weakness. If it seems a bit frightening to take the full step the first time you involve your students in designing tests, you can always have them design 50 percent of the test, while you design the other half.

Step 8. The students take the test.

Student-created tests give students repeated reviews of the material, both individually and in groups, and allow for fruitful peer teaching and learning. Students take the activity seriously because they know that they will take this test. Some teachers might worry that students will intentionally create easy test questions, but I have not found that to be the case. In fact, the student-created tests are usually more difficult than the tests I would write myself.

The main challenge to this approach is that it is time-consuming. For this reason, I do not apply the approach to every test, but I do so at least once each term, and twice during a year. The gain in learning time on those occasions outweighs the loss of teaching time.

Learning Through Taking the Test

Many testing situations create tension among students. The setting is formal, and they are anxious to get a good grade. When students are taking a test, they are not open to learning but are focused on presenting what they have already learned. However, I've found that less formal test situations can be learning opportunities. One informal test-administration strategy is group testing.

Step 1. The teacher announces the test as usual, often a week or so ahead of time. Students are not told at this point that they will be taking the test in groups.

Step 2. On test day, the students are randomly placed in groups of three.

Step 3. Each student must turn in an individual copy of the test but can freely discuss any test tasks with others in their group. It amazes me to see how much peer learning takes place within the groups. The Marys readily share the facts that they can recall, and the Nathans guide the Marys to make connections between the facts. Students who know the material well are generally eager to explain why they think the answer is correct, and this peer teaching enhances the learning of both the explainer and the person receiving the explanation.

Step 4. The teacher marks the papers. The individual test papers from group members are usually similar, but that's acceptable, as long as each student has completed his or her own paper. The group scores are presented to the whole class, and groups aspire to have the highest score. For a group to "win," all group members need to do their best.

In many workplaces, individual performance is related to group achievement, and we do not prepare students well for the ecology of the workplace if we focus only on individual performance. This approach enables each student to demonstrate his or her own learning while also getting practice in supporting the learning and achievement of others.

Learning Through Marking the Test

I used to spend much time scoring and writing comments on test papers, and when I returned the tests, the students only looked at the score and paid no attention to my careful comments. When students have just taken a test, some of the tension is behind them, yet the material is still fresh in their minds, which offers opportunities for learning. But when students focus only on the grade, they miss those opportunities. When learners score their own tests, the problem largely disappears.

Step 1. The teacher scores the test and returns it to the students as usual, but with nothing written on the actual test paper. The learner's strengths and weaknesses on the test, the score for each task, and the overall score are recorded and saved elsewhere. Students are informed of this.

Step 2. The teacher divides the class into groups and asks them to retake the test together. Students who did well on the test chair the group discussions. This motivates students like Mary who tend to test well to share their knowledge with peers. The Nathans, who might not have done so well, ask questions that push the Marys to grow in their understanding.

Step 3. Each group develops an answer key and presents it to the class. For open questions, the group writes a "best sample" response. If necessary, the teacher provides further explanations and makes corrections. Together, the whole class comes up with an answer key, which is put on the board.

Step 4. Each student corrects his or her own test, using a pen of a color different from the one used to take the test. The point value for each test item is written on the test paper, the student-developed key is displayed on the board, and examples of good open answers are provided. The student has all the information needed to act as an informed assessor.

Step 5. Each student writes the score he or she believes is appropriate on the test paper and returns it to the teacher. Because students know that the teacher has already scored the tests, they are unlikely to award themselves a score they do not deserve.

Step 6. After seeing the marks the students give themselves, the teacher calculates the final score for each learner by averaging the student and teacher scores. If there is a discrepancy of more than 10 percent, the teacher should meet with the student to clarify any disagreement. In my experience, the teacher score is usually the higher of the two scores, and discrepancies of more than 10 percent are rare.

In the beginning, I asked students to score one another's tests, but they did not feel comfortable correcting peers' work, and they did not like peers seeing their personal strengths and weaknesses. Students are happy to ask one another questions and benefit from discussing the test with peers, but they resist being scored by a friend.

Learning from Testing

Testing activities can become learning activities when students are informed partners in assessment processes, a strategy whose effectiveness is documented in research (Hattie, 2009). If we accept that assessment is for learning and not merely for selection and decision making, we must seek out and apply such strategies.

This kind of student and teacher partnership can make tests a means through which both the fact-oriented Marys and the discussion-loving Nathans can share what they've learned and grow in their areas of weakness. Why not give them that chance?
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