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Abstract

Today’s school has to deal with several critical issues related to assessment, such
as the excessive focus on grades and the lack of a shared understanding of
assessment methods and aims. Assessment becomes formative when the
evidence gathered is used to adapt teaching practice to pupils' learning needs.
Teachers should move towards Assessment as Learning, characterised by
appropriate tasks, development of evaluative competence, and the involvement
of students in feedback processes. This contribution presents two online
research-training courses on assessment in secondary schools. They involved
240 secondary school teachers and consisted of a training and a workshop
session. Courses were mainly based on teacher involvement, allowing for
recursive feedback processes. We analysed data from an entry questionnaire, a
One Minute Paper submitted during the course, and the workshop. The data
analysis highlights the main difficulties related to assessment, suggestions, and
reflections of the participants. We noticed the importance of workshop and
group work to reflect on the transformation of practices. Finally, the interaction
with the teachers was indeed valuable in understanding the sustainability of the
proposal and refining it.
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1. Assessment as learning

Today’s school has to deal with several critical issues related to assessment.
Using tests to assess learning achievement often leads to discouragement,
frustration and competition in students and causes an excessive focus on grades
(Stiggins, 2002; Black and Wiliam, 1998). Most importantly, there is a lack in
the sharing assessment methods and their purpose between colleagues,
teachers, students, and their families.
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Assessment becomes formative when the evidence gathered is concretely
used to adapt teaching practices to pupils’ learning needs. It can promote
learning if it offers good information to teachers and students so that both can
evaluate themselves, carry out peer evaluation, and modify teaching and
learning processes. In this way, we move from an assessment of learning to an
assessment for learning (Stiggins, 2002) and, finally, to an assessment as
learning (Carless, 2015; Zeng et al., 2018).

The assessment as learning is characterised by three key elements:

- tasks appropriate to the approach;

- development of evaluative competence;

- involvement of students in feedback processes (Carless, 2015, p. 965).
Students monitor their learning and use the feedback to make changes to their
skills and knowledge, giving relevance to self and peer evaluation. They have
responsibility for their learning and assessment and use strategies for learning
and action. Making students’ expectations of the task transparent is crucial to
give them a picture of ‘how they are’ so that they can understand (self-assess)
‘how they should be’.

According to Jonassen (2003), teachers should assess students as they
perform real tasks that they are likely to do in their future. In this sense, teachers
can use simulated environments that act as a bridge between the theoretical
learning of the classroom and the actual practice of the working environment
(Resnick, 1987).

All assessment tools can refer to real-life situations. However, not
everything that is real is authentic (Tessaro, 2014). The fundamental
distinction, which stems from different theoretical conceptions and led to
opposing evaluation approaches, is between traditional school methods of
assessment, such as quizzes or oral presentations, and authentic tasks.

Tests retain the stimulus-response approach with a behaviourist imprint
(Skinner, 1968; Bryant et al., 2013): the teacher prepares the stimuli (questions
or requests), knows the answers or at least the validity criteria, and the pupils
are called upon to conform to the expected answers or performances.

The authentic tasks are based on the constructivist approach (Duffy and
Jonassen, 2013; Jonassen, 2017) according to which the subject produces
knowledge through reflective action in real-life situations. Tasks are complex,
open-ended problems that students tackle in order to learn how to use personal
knowledge, skills and abilities in a real-life context, and so demonstrate the
acquired competence (Glatthorn, 1999; Pellerey, 2004). These complex
situations, indeed, stimulate students to find simplex solutions (Berthoz, 2009),
by ‘mobilising’ action patterns and personal resources.

Assessing competence means observing it over time and in its development
as a process. Each pathway is open, challenging and authentic, and has a
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formative and evaluation purpose. The rigid succession of training - assessment

is eliminated: the assessment process also has a formative value for the student

thanks to the sense the pathway has (it has meaning in itself and not as an
assessment) and the feedback received. Thus, teachers have to work iteratively
on complex processes.

In the Project Based Learning process (Schmidt, Rotgans and Yew, 2011;

Hung, 2019; Kolmos et al., 2008), the activity is evaluated to verify if:

- students correctly apply prior knowledge in solving the problem;

- students can apply “high-level conceptual and analytical skills” (Fishman
and Dede, 2016, p. 1274) i.e. manage processes, make choices and justify
their choices;

- they are aware of the processes activated.

Simple tools cannot be used for such a complex evaluation process. To
assess these aspects we need supporting tools, such as: systematic observations;
cognitive autobiographies; logbooks; rubrics; learner dossiers; portfolios and
ePortfolios. Rubrics are one of the most valuable tools since they allow us to
embed assessment and training in line with the approach to competence
assessment described above. They help the teacher to maintain objectivity and
guide students by indicating what is important in the process and in the task and
by communicating performance levels. In turn, students know the expectations
and understand strengths and weaknesses more easily.

2. The research-training project

This article presents two research-training courses on assessment methods
that took place in an online mode between July and October 2021. The courses
were organised by the School Office of the Marche Region (Italy) and held by
the University of Macerata. They lasted 30 hours and involved 150 lower
secondary school teachers (LSS) and 90 upper secondary school (USS)
teachers. An entry questionnaire revealed that in both courses participants
mainly teach subjects related to the humanistic-literary field (69.8% LSS;
36.5% USS), followed by the linguistic-artistic field (17.1% LSS; 21% USS),
and the scientific-technological field (9.6% LSS; 23.5% USS).

The courses schedule, summarised in Tab. 1, consisted of two main parts:
the training session (10 hours) and the workshop session (20 hours). The
following sub-sections present a description of the training session (see 2.1),
the workshop session (see 2.2), and the methodology (see 2.3).
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Tab. 1 - The course schedule

Part Mode Duration Activities
Training Plenary 25h Assessing subjects and certifying competences
25h From task to process - the construction of rubrics
25h Summative assessment and the ePortfolio
Workshop Groups and 3h From authentic tasks to processes and competences
sub-groups (task 1)
3h The construction of rubrics (task 2)
12h Project work (asynchronous)
2h Presentation of project works
Training Plenary 25h Reflection on project work and final synthesis

2.1 Training session

The training session consisted of four plenary meetings for each course on
the Zoom platform. Every meeting presented the same structure: introduction;
topics presentation; discussion; debriefing and relaunch. The meetings were
focused on the following topics: assessing subjects and certifying competences
(1); from authentic task to process — the construction of rubrics (2); summative
assessment and the ePortfolio (3); reflection on project work and final synthesis
(4). The first three meetings had a preparatory function for the workshop. The
last meeting, instead, was held after the workshop as a final moment of
debriefing and collective reflection. After each meeting, we made the material
presented and discussed (slides and audio-video recordings) available in a
shared repository to allow teachers to return to it in a reflective way.

Meeting I: it started from the analysis of teachers’ expectations expressed
in the entry questionnaire. Then, it continued with the presentation of the
assessment as learning and the authentic task. Specifically, we defined a task
as authentic if it is linked to real problems and perceived by students as related
to their context, close to their experiences; challenging if it presents a
motivating problematic situation that cannot be solved by performing standard
procedures but requires divergent solutions; and open if it offers several
solutions, allowing the teacher to devolve the learning objective (Brousseau,
1986) and the student to take responsibility and make choices (Rossi et al., in
press). We also illustrated the tripartition scheme of an authentic task. It
consists of three main moments: the challenging and generative situation, the
structured delivery, and the scaffolding. The situation should be as authentic as
possible and close to the student’s experience. It can happen naturally or
induced / highlighted by the teacher. Then, the task should be detailed enough
to guide the student, but free enough to avoid suggesting solutions and leave all
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possible avenues open. Finally, the teacher should provide a scaffolding
strategy, such as materials and mediators to support the teaching-learning
process, a metacognitive form and/or a rubric for self-assessment and
reflection. The meeting closed with a reflection on what it means to work on
competences. We suggested to observe them in their becoming, rather than
measuring them, and to use descriptors instead of numbers.

Meeting 2: it started with an analysis of the authentic tasks proposed by the
teachers to highlight the underlying processes. We then presented possible links
between the processes identified and the 2018 European competences
(Raccomandazione del Consiglio, 2018). We also pointed out that some
processes are repeated; we can therefore identify families of processes or
dimensions. Finally, we proposed constructing rubrics aimed at analysing these
processes. Specifically, we distinguished between analytical and synthetic
rubrics, reporting some examples. The first one is more task-related and is
developed from the families of processes (dimensions) that characterise the
task. These dimensions are broken down into micro-indicators and related
levels/descriptors. The synthetic rubric, instead, focuses on the few dimensions
of the process on which the teacher wants to work most during the year and that
recur most in the various tasks. It is therefore divided into more generic macro-
indicators and descriptors and useful to support interdisciplinary and
longitudinal assessment.

Meeting 3: it aimed at clarifying how to assess disciplinary and practical
knowledge in the disciplines and how to come at a summative assessment. We
proposed to start from the processes (micro perspective), where disciplinary
and practical knowledge intertwine and support each other, to move to a macro
perspective, where it is possible to analyse and describe competences and
disciplines separately. Finally, we introduced the Balanced assessment
perspective, according to which using different assessment instruments
facilitates appreciation of many aspects of student learning and the emergence
of different knowledge, skills, and attitudes (Burke, 2010). We thus presented,
as a further example of a relevant tool, the ePortfolio.

Meeting 4: it started by analysing some project works carried out during the
workshop and the difficulties encountered. Then, we took up and specified in
more detail how to arrive at the end-of-year summative assessment. Finally, we
closed the meeting by exploring the teachers' views on the sustainability of the
proposal.

2.2 Workshop session

The workshop session consists of three synchronous group meetings (8
hours) and 12 hours of asynchronous project work. We first divided the teachers
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into macro-groups of 20 participants, according to their subject area, and
assigned a tutor for each group. In turn, the participants were then able to work
in micro-groups of 4-5 people to carry out the project work. The meetings were
held on the University’s Microsoft Teams platform where we generated the
rooms for teamwork. The workshop activities follow the path outlined during
the training part: transition from authentic tasks to processes and competences

(1); construction of the rubrics (2); presentation of project works and final

debriefing (3). The first two meetings included an introductory phase, a

modelling phase with task assignment, a phase of work in micro-groups, and a

debriefing phase. The project work was the results of the two assigned tasks,

related to the key steps of the training:

- Task I: Design of an authentic, open and challenging task according to the
tripartition scheme. Identification of underlying processes and related
competences.

- Task 2: lIdentification of the families of processes (dimensions of the
rubrics). Construction of synthetic and analytical rubrics.

The groups would then complete the tasks asynchronously and submit them in

for feedback at the next meeting. During the workshop, the teachers were able

to play an active role and initiate a process of reflection and revision of their
evaluation practices enriched by the comparison with others during the
teamwork and the macro-group feedback. After the final debriefing, we asked
the teachers to finalise their project works with any revisions needed and make
a final delivery. On this occasion, we also asked for consent to publish them in
a public repository.

2.3 Methodology

The structure of the training courses is mainly based on the dialogue with
teachers and their personal involvement. In fact, before the start of the courses,
we asked the participants to fill in an entry questionnaire to get a picture of the
target group, their expectations and their current assessment methods. It
consisted of open and closed questions and was designed to collect:

- professional information (subject/s, school, etc.);

- motivations and expectations related to the course (open questions);

- the most used methods to assess learning (open question);

- the most critical and relevant elements related to assessment (closed and
open question);

- the attitude towards the integration of learning assessment and certification
of competences (closed question).

The data collected was useful for structuring the training course and
calibrating the proposal. Then, during the meetings, we placed particular
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emphasis on interaction with the teachers, reserving, as mentioned above,
specific spaces for discussion and debate.

This continuous interaction differentiated such courses from purely
theoretical and transmissive ones and enabled recursive feedback processes
(Carless, 2019) between trainers and participants.

In this regard, at the end of the second meeting, we administered a “One-
Minute Paper” (OMP) (Angelo and Cross, 1993) useful to promote self-
regulation processes and dialogic feedback (Nicol and MacFarlane-Dick,
2006). It asked for feedback from teachers in the following areas:

1. Keywords considered most significant (central, useful, unexpected);
2. Concepts that stuck in the mind and why;
3. Concepts or terms that seem unclear and need further investigation.

Finally, as mentioned above, for the workshop session we set up work in
groups to increase feedback processes, focusing on their productions. This
workshop model allowed us to collect data on main difficulties, reflections, and
suggestions.

3. Results

In this contribution we will report the data from the entry questionnaire and
the OPM (see 3.1 and 3.2), and some first data from the workshop (see 3.3).

3.1 The entry questionnaire

The entry questionnaire was administered through a Google form and was
not mandatory. We therefore collected responses from 105 LSS and 32 USS.

As regards the motivations to approach the courses, they are mainly linked
to organisational issues (role as Special Projects Teacher) and professional
growth (responding to current evaluation needs, deepening the relationship
between the assessment of learning and competences).

Among the most used tests to assess learning, almost all teachers mention
oral and written tests (structured and/or semi-structured), while only a minority
refers to practical tests (7.3% LSS; 3.2% USS) and authentic or reality tasks
(13.6% LSS; 22.5% USS).

Then, teachers recognized as the most relevant critical elements of the
assessment: avoiding students focusing too much on grades (43.3% LSS; 50%
USS); activating formative assessment paths (20.2% LSS; 17.5% USS);
constructing valid tests (19.2% LSS; 12.5% USS), maintaining the objectivity
of assessment (11.5% LSS; 12.5% USS) and communicating/sharing criteria
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and outcomes with students (5.8% LSS; 7.5% USS). From the analysis of these

responses, we have therefore identified three main categories of critical aspects:

- the formative value of assessment. making students aware of it, triggering
processes of self-assessment and reflection on their mistakes and thus
improvement;

- the objectivity: reducing or eliminating subjective interpretations, assessing
the student’s skills and progressive growth, choosing tests appropriately and
taking several elements into account;

- the sharing: discussing criteria and methods with families and especially
with colleagues.

Finally, concerning the integration between the assessment of learning and
the certification of competences, we found that 56.7% LSS and 53.8% USS
assess disciplinary knowledge and competences together, 29.8% LSS and
20.5% USS assess them separately, while 9.6% LSS and 10.3% USS assess
mainly the disciplinary knowledge.

3.2 The OMP

The OMP was administered through a Google form during the end of the
second training meeting and was not mandatory. We therefore collected
responses from 144 LSS and 59 USS.

Question 1: analysing the answers to this question we found an alignment
(Laurillard, 2012) between the main themes of the training programme and the
keywords chosen by the participants. Indeed, the most frequently mentioned
words were: process, rubric, competences, task, self-assessment (LSS) and
rubric, process, shared, task, competence, evaluation, self-assessment (USS).
We can also easily notice a strong correspondence between the words identified
by the teachers of the two school orders.

Question 3: this question was particularly relevant for the feedback process.
In fact, identifying the possible misconceptions and the unclear concepts
allowed us to understand the most critical aspects of the training proposal and
to improve it. Specifically, we summarised the emerged concepts in the
following categories:

- designing and using rubrics: how to unambiguously decline the descriptors
avoiding unclear adjectives and highlighting observable behaviours; how to
design synthetic rubrics and analytical rubrics;

- designing authentic tasks, particularly concerning scientific subjects with
unambiguous results.

- linking authentic tasks, processes, and competences: how to combine
disciplinary with intra- and interpersonal learning (Fishman and Dede,
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2016); how the process assessment can flow into a final assessment and be
shared with the students and parents transparently;

- assessing the individual student during group work;

- planning the assessment process: how many authentic tasks to propose, how
many rubrics to construct, how to facilitate the sharing of rubrics between
teachers, how to involve the school at a collegial level on a different
approach to assessment.

3.3 The workshop

At the end of the workshop, we collected the main difficulties that emerged
in the application phase and any reflections or suggestions to be discussed
during the last webinar.

Concerning the difficulties, a critical point that emerged in almost all the
workshops was the identification of processes. Teachers are in fact not very
used to making explicit the processes underlying the task and reflecting on
them. They often listed activities rather than processes or mainly mentioned
disciplinary processes, considering less those linked to motivation and self-
assessment. As regards rubrics, there are conflicting opinions among the
various groups regarding sustainability and ease of construction of the
analytical or synthetic rubric (which is easier to construct). We believe that this
also depends on the previous habits of the teachers and their possible
misconceptions regarding the rubrics, such as associating disciplinary
knowledge with analytical rubric and practical knowledge with synthetic rubric
or considering one type of rubric more relevant than the other. Some
participants also point out terminology as a problematic element. Indeed, the
use of different terminology in training courses run by different university
researchers can lead to misunderstandings and confusion. Finally, a few
teachers raise doubts about the last step from the levels of the rubrics to the
final grade. In particular, levels are often expressed through verbal judgement
whereas in secondary school a numerical grade in tenths is required.

Among the personal considerations that emerged from direct reflection on
the work carried out, one teacher emphasises the fruitfulness of group work in
developing the rubrics and therefore expresses doubts about the sustainability
of developing them alone. Another one, instead, questions the sustainability of
their proposed authentic task (requiring about 10-12 hours of work in class),
reflecting on how much can be considered daily and routine. We consider these
self-reflections very important, especially in the perspective of self-regulation
and improvement.

Then, interesting suggestions and developments also emerged during the
debate. Specifically, some teachers asked if it was possible to identify and share
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macro-families of constant processes and to standardise descriptors in the same
school and between schools to avoid assessing students with different rubrics.
Moreover, they also ask how to best disseminate and share the training
received. To this end, some of them expressed the willingness to share their
works in a repository to increase the possibilities for exchange and mutual
enrichment.

4. Conclusions

The analysis of the data made it possible to highlight the main difficulties
and critical issues related to assessment and thus the need for training on
Assessment as Learning. Moreover, we found interaction with participants
extremely valuable in understanding the sustainability of the proposal and
refining it. Specifically, we noticed the importance of workshop and micro-
groups work to reflect on the transformation of their practices (Rossi et al., in
press). For this reason, we have decided to structure the next training course
mainly on working directly on the contextualised practices brought by the
teachers. A future analysis of the workshop session will include the analysis of
the dimensions chosen for the construction of the rubrics to identify the most
recurrent ones. We will also investigate how disciplinary and practical
knowledge were analysed and whether they were given the same priority.
Future perspectives also include the organisation of a focus group with teachers
who are testing the proposal in their practice. We would like to point out issues
such as possible insights, the most innovative aspects or those that have most
influenced their practice. These considerations will be the basis for planning
and implementing the next training course.
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