

… how do you make feedback meaningful? 
It is one thing to accept the fact that feedback can allow students to begin to navigate their own learning. It is quite another thing to do this in ways that is meaningful for students while at the same time being manageable for teachers. In the next story, Linda tells how she not only found a way to give feedback to her high school mathematics students that helped them to become agents in their learning, but also how she did so within the context of something familiar to all of us – the math quiz. Although she was skeptical at first, the results of her efforts are undeniable. 


… things to look for
· navigation
· feedback
· self-assessment
· writing in mathematics
· assessment of, for, and as learning
· collecting data vs. collecting points



MARKING QUIZZES WITH A HIGHLIGHTER the Story of Linda

 (
_____________
In research I read that students improve most when they get written feedback without marks.  I wanted to try this even though I was pretty sure my students, who are in grades eight through twelve, would resist the idea.
_____________
)I have been trying to improve the formative assessment in my math classes for some time. In research I read that students improve most when they get written feedback without marks. I wanted to try this even though I was pretty sure my students, who are in grades eight through twelve, would resist the idea. My first attempts were not very effective, and took me a long time and a lot of effort as I was not very good at giving verbal feedback. So, I decided to use a highlighter to recognize a student’s areas of understanding. I tried it on a quiz first, because I felt that quizzes really are meant to be formative assessment. I made a short quiz and used highlighters to emphasize correct thinking, and to note trouble areas. I didn’t mark anything with tick marks or x’s, and I didn’t give the quiz a total mark. Instead I made a suggestion on what I thought they could do to improve, or pointed out a critical misunderstanding if I saw one. I also ended up making notes for myself, because I became more aware of areas that I needed to teach (one more time with feeling). I found using the highlighters was more efficient and the students were more accepting of the idea than I thought they would be. I have refined the idea and now I find there is less anxiety about quizzes, especially if a student has been away or is struggling with a concept. And weak students don’t look at the mark, crumple it up and throw it away anymore.
I make the quizzes short, 2-10 questions, depending on the type and difficulty of the questions. I don’t want them to take too long to write, or for me to assess. I try to hit only one or two learning outcomes and I group the questions so that all of the questions for one outcome are together. When I “mark” it I use a greenish highlighter to emphasize correct thinking. I might highlight the answer, or a step, or a diagram. I use an orange or pink highlighter to note trouble areas. Usually I highlight a procedure, or a sign (+ or –) that is mixed up, rather than the answer. If all they have is a wrong answer, I highlight it. If a student has many problems, I focus on the first couple questions, make some suggestions for improvement, and ask them to get some help and resubmit it. I might direct them to another student who understands the concept.
 (
_____________
They know that I am looking for evidence of their learning and not to generate a mark.
_____________
)What I have found is that students don’t rush to compare their quizzes when I give them back, but look at them more closely. The weak students, who might have gotten 2/8 if I had given them a mark, are not embarrassed because there is no mark on the top of their page. And everyone’s quiz has some highlighter on it. I also found it improved the pace of my classes, because I don’t feel I have to wait for everyone to finish before I take the quizzes in. It was helpful for a student who came in late, or for those who are very slow workers, because it does not affect their marks when I ask them to hand in the quiz before they are done. I don’t want the quiz to take up too much time and so I let them know I will mark what they have done so far. They know that I am looking for evidence of their learning and not to generate a mark. For students who are very quick there is room at the bottom of the quiz for them to make up their own question to show me what they know. I will allow students to come in and complete the quiz later if they insist.
I try to return the quizzes as soon as possible. Our grade 8’s and 9’s participate in a reading program. So, I like to have them do a quiz before hand and then I can ‘mark’ them while they read and give them right back. With my other classes I give them back the next day, or if we have a double block I try to look at them during lunch. After I had done this a few times and they were getting used to the idea, I gave the students highlighters and went over the quiz with them and let them highlight correct thinking on their own quizzes before they handed them in. I reminded them that they were looking for steps that showed their understanding. I also had them reflect on their own work and then write for me what they were clear on and what was still giving them trouble. Some of the students have responded well to this. One grade 8 boy circled a group of questions with the highlighter and noted, “I still really don’t get this!”. It did not show that he knew what to do, but he took his text home and the next day his first comment to me was, “I figured it out. I totally get it now.” This was a student who had failed grade 8 the year before and was now taking on the responsibility for his own learning. I was delighted. When I choose to have them assess their own quizzes I still get them to hand them in so that I can note their areas of strength and weakness and add a comment. 
 (
_____________
… 
but
 he took his text home and the next day his first comment to me was, “I figured it out. I totally get it now.”
_____________
)I use quizzes more often now and I am trying to make them more valuable learning tools. It takes time to comment back, but I find I don’t need to comment on all of the quizzes every time and I don’t spend time counting up tick marks. I believe that this way of marking makes a difference in my student’s attitudes towards math.
In the past I have struggled with what to do with quiz marks anyway. I think quizzes are valuable for showing me what students know so far, and for helping students see what they need to work on before writing a test. In the past I have usually had some percentage of each unit come from quiz marks, but now I believe that formative assessment is to improve learning and not to generate marks, so I no longer include quizzes as part of a percentage. The students still take the quizzes seriously because they know it is an opportunity to show me their understanding. Because the questions are grouped, I can easily see whether the student has demonstrated understanding of a learning outcome and can quickly note that in my records. I am using these notes to help with assessment but that is another story.



… further discussion
1. How is what Linda did an example of how feedback can be made meaningful?
2. We tend to think that unless something is worth marks high school students will not take it seriously. Linda was worried about this as well. But, it turned out to not be an issue. Why is that? What was it about what Linda was doing that allowed it to succeed even in the absence of marks?
3. In the last paragraph Linda mentions that she used to have a percentage of each term mark come from quizzes. What does this portion of the term mark measure? That is, what information does a quiz mark convey to a parent?
4. In the preamble it was indicated that Linda’s story would provide examples of assessment of, for, and as learning. Did it? 
5. Assessment as learning is something that ministry documents often espouse as important without giving many tangible examples of how to manifest this within your classroom. Is the example present within Linda’s story tangible? Is it, indeed, assessment as learning? 
6. One of the things that many teachers have struggled with within the formative assessment movement is the role of zero’s in one’s mark book. Although Linda does not address this in her story can you see her struggling with this issue with respect to the way she marks quizzes? Is this a change, you think, from how she would have dealt with zero’s in her past practice of marking quizzes?
7. Linda mentions that she will “allow students to come in and complete the quiz later if they insist”. This is an example of something that would not really have been feasible in Linda’s past practice of marking quizzes. Are there additional things that will suddenly be possible in and around quiz writing that were not feasible when quizzes were written for marks? Are these additional things formative? That is, do they further students’ learning?
8. In what ways is Linda’s intervention helping students to navigate their learning?
9. Linda mentions briefly that she has her students write “what they were clear on and what was still giving them trouble”. However, she never tells us how effective this was. How could such a writing exercise further student learning?  
10. How does Linda view the purpose of a quiz now? In the past? How do Linda’s students view the purpose of a quiz now? In the past?
