THE DILEMMA OF ASSESSMENT IN EDUCATION 

Introduction 

In the American psyche, assessment and evaluation are closely associated with grades. A grade represents the measure of completeness or goodness of an object that is being assessed or evaluated. The FDA meat grading system provides a rich metaphor that illuminates the power of a grade.

A slab of meat slides up to the inspector. He quickly scans the meat, looking for maggots, discolorization, or any other visual sign of contamination. Putting his face close to the meat, he feels the chill drift toward him from the carcass as he sniffs, alert for a rancid miasma. Finally, he swipes his hands across the cold, dead flesh seeking the tell tale slippery feel of decay. His time is short. Another slab awaits. His senses tell him everything's all right. The meat is tagged, graded based on this one man's senses at a particular moment in time. The grade received is an "A." Based on this grade, the meat can be sold. The consumer, seeing the grade, is reassured that the meat is safe to eat, but how safe is it really? Are there things that defy the inspector's senses? Could he make a mistake? Has anyone ever gotten sick or even died from meat that bore the grade of "A"? 

We have faith that meat that passes inspection is good, yet even this faith has been shaken recently by numerous deaths attributed to tainted meat. In response to these various incidents, the government has set up new guidelines and is in the process of reexamining the inspection system. By reexamining the grading procedure for meat, the government is acknowledging that the grade is no guarantee of safety. 

How does this metaphor relate to education? Teachers are asked to inspect students for quantity of content absorbed. Knowledge is assessed through various instruments, usually tests. Tests act as the teacher's senses. Each test is an instantaneous swipe across the surface of the student's brain. What lies below the surface, beyond the ability of the test to measure, is devalued and/or ignored. The test result is a label forever attached to the student: excellent, above average, average, below average, failure. For the student, certain doors are opened, while others are slammed shut. Their future is largely fixed by a brief encounter with a harried inspector. Unfortunately, these inspections, like the meat inspections, can be and are frequently in error, but it is too late. You only go around once in life. 

The remainder of this paper looks at the history of assessment in the United States, the philosophical justification of the current grading system and possible alternative assessment mechanisms based on differing philosophical perspectives. 

The History of Assessment 

Guba and Lincoln (1989) outline a four step history of evaluation. First generation evaluation marked the period up until World War I. It is described as the era of measurement, where students were characterized as objects. Tests were used to ascertain the students' content mastery. Shortly after World War I, the second generation of evaluation began, the era of description. Second generation evaluation techniques were objective-oriented. Early in the post-Sputnik period, third generation evaluation, with its emphasis on judgement and the standards upon which judgements were made, was born. The 1970s saw the initial appearance of techniques that were to go on and typify fourth generation or Responsive Constructivist Evaluation. The first three evaluation generations are described as being funded in the modernist tradition of closed systems with an emphasis on control. Fourth generation evaluation is based on a post-modern, constructivist paradigm typified by open systems with an emphasis on empowerment. 

Grundy (1987/1995), while not explicitly describing a historical sequence, uses Jurgen Habermas' (1972) theory of "knowledge constitutive interests" to construct a hierarchical model for curriculum and, subsequently, evaluation development. According to Habermas' theory, there are three basic cognitive interests: Technical, Practical, and Emancipatory. 

The technical interest is born of the positivist tradition. Control, management of the environment and prediction are overriding ideas that typify the technical interest. From an evaluation perspective, the technical interest is product oriented and objectifies the student. Guba and Lincoln's (1989) first three evaluation generations, with particular emphasis on the first, fit within the technical interest. 

The practical and emancipatory interests are seen as related, with the emancipatory interest evolving from the practical. The practical interest emphasizes understanding, while the emancipatory interest emphasizes the need for critical investigation and reflection. Grundy (1987/1995) views these two interests as incompatible with the technical interest. In essence, the technical interest by itself, with its modernist baggage, ideally has no place in the post-modern paradigm that typifies the practical and emancipatory interests. Guba and Lincoln's (1989) fourth generation evaluation fits neatly within the practical and emancipatory interests. 

Doll (1993) splits the history of evaluation into a history of philosophical thought. For Doll, until recent times, curriculum development and evaluation were steeped in the modernist tradition. Accordingly, he believes that teaching is based on a closed set model, which assumes that epistemology, reality and transmitive pedagogy is assumed to be stable. The notion of a closed set does not imply that knowledge is constrained, but the expansion of knowledge is contained within the hands of experts who use the scientific method. Such a view is derived directly from the Cartesian-Newtonian paradigm. Within this paradigm, grades are used as a scientific measure to determine how much of the presented material is learned. In essence, this approach to assessment reflects a deficit mentality, where, once again, students are treated as objects. The ultimate purpose of grading is seen as separating winners and losers, opening and closing the doors of the future. For Doll, this modernist paradigm embraces Guba and Lincoln's (1989) first three evaluation generations and Habermas' technical interest. 

The next chapter of evaluation and curriculum development Doll (1993) presents is born of the post-modernist rejection of the closed set mentality that he believes pervades modernist philosophy. With its emphasis on open, dynamic systems, Doll believes that the post-modern paradigm presents the opportunity for student growth and transformation. Fourth generation evaluation and the practical and emancipatory interests fold nicely within Doll's depiction of the post-modernist paradigm. 

Despite the post-modernists' hopes, the technical or modernist tradition holds fast across the American landscape in both education and business. Tests and grades have not disappeared from most classrooms. Businesses still use personnel evaluation forms that are presented as objective, scientific measures of employee performance. Consequently, there is a need to better understand the genesis of testing, grading and ranking. 

According to Guba and Lincoln (1989), tests have been used for hundreds of years. The earliest of these tests were designed to measure content mastery. The tests were usually given orally, one student at a time. If tests were of the written variety, the questions required essay type responses. Needless to say, this process was time-consuming and subjective. As the number of people being educated increased, such a system had to be modified to increase efficiency and objectivity. The new, rigorous methods of science were brought to bare to resolve the problem. 

The science of craniometry (Gould, 1981) sought to measure intelligence and compare different groups of people. Since the methodology used was scientific, objective, controlled, reproducible, and statistical, it was initially believed that craniometry would forever answer the questions relating to innate intelligence. Some early results appeared promising, but, unfortunately for crainiometry's proponents, these results could not stand up to rigorous scrutiny. 

Alfred Binet (1857-1911) was a latecomer to craniometry. Constantly on guard against data contamination, as well as his own prejudices, he took great care in his experiments. His results were inconclusive, which led Binet to abandon the notion of anatomical stigmata as a method for identifying intelligence. Binet soon concentrated his efforts on psychological methods, developing a series of tests designed to help identify individuals that needed special help. From these tests, a score was created and the intelligence quotient (IQ) was born. Binet loudly proclaimed that his score was only a rough, empirical guide which was not a measure of inborn intelligence and had limited practical use. He feared that some people would use his score to rank and indelibly label people or both, rather than to use it as a guide to identify those needing special help. Unfortunately, Binet's fears were quickly realized. 

American researchers such as H. H. Goddard, L. M. Terman, and R. M. Yerks (as cited in Gould, 1981) quickly latched onto Binet's work, twisting it into a ranking system. These men pushed the idea that the IQ score was a permanent marker of inborn intelligence and that intelligence was, in fact, hereditary. Their work led to the Immigration Restriction Act of 1924. The seeds of using supposedly objective tests and ranking people according to their results were planted. 

Oakes (1993) suggests that the use of intelligence tests and, subsequently, tests in general result from American democracy. Democracy requires the notion of a "fair contest." To ensure fairness, measures must be scientifically objective. Once a group is tested, ranked, and rewarded, a meritocracy is created which is consistent with the American democratic ideal. Data indicate that the poor and immigrant children typically have the lowest scores and, consequently, the least merit. 

The fair contest is as much a myth as Paul Bunyan, both being larger than life. Purple (1993) notes that many teachers are troubled by how grades are related to student hierarchy, competitiveness, success, divisiveness, alienation and egocentricity. These same teachers see grades as counterproductive to student openness, creativity, autonomy, trust and safety. According to Purple, teachers face the issues related to grading largely alone, with the public not seriously wrestling with these issues. 

Alternative Philosophies of Assessment 

The Pragmatic View of John Dewey 

Dewey (1902/1990) writes: 

What we need is something which will enable us to interpret,
to appraise, the elements in the child's present puttings
forth and fallings away, his exhibitions of power and
weakness, in light of some larger growth-process in which
they have their place. Only in this way can we
discriminate. (p. 192) 

This statement might be interpreted as a call for some type of deficit model grading scheme which can be used to compare and rank students according to the amount of content mastered, but this is not what Dewey meant. For Dewey, enhancing experience is paramount. The dualism of "The Child" and "The Curriculum" exasperate the efforts of the child to grow. In the traditional school environment, the curriculum reigns supreme. Course subjects are split apart and classified, with facts being torn from their original place in experience. The learning environment is fragmented, inconsistent with the holistic existence of the child. 

Caine and Caine (1991) discuss this dualism in biological terms, suggesting that the traditional or factory model fails to take advantage of the brain's capacity to learn. They present a picture of the brain as an instrument that constantly seeks to establish complex relationships through an infinite number of possible interconnections. In essence, the brain creates a holistic view of the world. This world is the world of Dewey's "Child." Under the factory model, subjects are compartmentalized and complex interconnections are difficult to establish. Thus, experiences are dulled and growth impeded. Dewey advocates the elimination of the dualism, establishing a learning environment that is compatible with the child's lifeview. 

Tests/grades are object measures designed to measure an end quantity. They fail to acknowledge that learning or development is a definite process, an individual process operating through experience. Scores are sources of extrinsic motivation, which Dewey (1902/1990) believes impede experience and growth. What he seeks is a method, best described as guidance, by which learners would be assisted toward ever more enriching experiences. This guidance would not be seen as an external imposition upon the learner but as a way of, "... freeing the life-process for its own most adequate fulfillment," (p. 195). 

Unfortunately, Dewey (1902/1990) is short on specifics, but, then again, he wants us to find our own way, to have our own experiences. His philosophical discussions provide a map which can help guide us, but they are not meant to be viewed as an external imposition. By seeing development as a process, it is the processes upon which we should concentrate. It is through appropriately selected stimuli that teachers provide the necessary guidance for the growth of their charges. Grades have no place in Dewey's world of experience. 

The Quality Paradigm of W. Edwards Deming 

Like Dewey before him, Deming (1993) recognizes development as a definite process, whether the development is of an individual or an organization of individuals. Continuous process improvement is the basis of Deming's philosophy. Anything that impedes improvement must be set aside.

Deming (1993) argues that no noticeable improvement in education will occur until grades are abolished, the merit ranking system for teachers is abolished, and comparisons between schools based on scores is abolished. He is vehemently against the notion of ranking people, seeing such rankings as destructive. "No one can enjoy his work if he will be ranked with others," (p. 112).
For Deming (1993), grades represent a form of extrinsic motivation. While traditional educators may be convinced that identifiable rewards and punishment enhance learning, Deming believes this is nonsense. He sees extrinsic motivational techniques as detrimental to self-esteem, which manifests itself as a sense of powerlessness, a loss of control over the world. 

Deming (1993) views grades as permanent labels that open certain doors for some, while closing these same doors for others. He sees grades as an attempt to achieve quality by inspection. The third of Deming's 14 Points states, "Cease dependence on mass inspection," (Deming, 1982/1992, p. 28). Schmoker and Wilson (1993) elaborate on Deming's rejection of achieving quality via inspection, noting that inspection is costly, ineffective and promotes complacency to meet management standards. There is no personal ownership in mass inspection, no intrinsic motivation, no reason to improve. Deming suggests that self-inspection replace the mass inspection mentality that grading represents. Self inspection may be performed by individuals or by teams of individuals working together. Self-inspection, according to Deming, provides the impetus for intrinsic motivation and, consequently, continuous improvement. Byrnes, Cornesky, and Byrnes (1992/1994) further note that when a final grade is issued it is too late, the chance for improvement is lost. Quality must be built into the system from the beginning of the first day. 

Perhaps worse than being extrinsic motivators, grades have the power to humiliate and demoralize when they are used to rank people. Grades instill fear into the system, something that Deming (1982/1992, 1993) in his eighth point demands be eliminated. To continuously improve, to do your best work, and to have pride and joy in your work, fear must be driven out of the system. Schmoker and Wilson (1993) assert that trust is built in an environment where one feels secure. By building trust, opportunities for risk-taking, collaboration and improvement are enhanced. Byrnes, Cornesky, and Byrnes (1992/1994) claim that the traditional A-F grading system not only instills fear but helps to create barriers between students and their teachers and between students and their peers. These barriers further inhibit improvement. Deming's (1982/1992) twelfth point specifically calls for the elimination of such barriers. 

Deming (1993) provides an insight into his thoughts on evaluation, writing: 

I do not give grades to my students. They all pass. I read
the papers that my students turn in, not to grade them, but: 

To learn how I as a teacher am doing. In what ways am I
failing? How can I improve my teaching? 

To discover whether any student is in need of special
help, and to see that he gets it.
To discover whether any student is extra well prepared and
could receive benefit from extra work. For one such
student I suggested the study of the theory of extreme
values. She was fascinated with the study. So was I. 

Students may take their time; do not rush a paper to me. 
Some of the best papers have come to me a year late. 
Meanwhile, the student has his grade, P for Pass. (pp. 149
-150) 

A Few Post-Modern Perspectives 

The Responsive Constructivist Evaluation of Guba and Lincoln 

Within the post-modern paradigm, there is a loss of absolutes, control and certainty. Objective standards also fade into the dark and distant past. Guba and Lincoln (1989) substitute relativity for certainty and empowerment for control. For them, evaluation consists of comparing alternative constructions, choosing that construction which best approximates reality, at least until something better comes along. 

Guba and Lincoln (1989) present a recursive twelve step process that describes their responsive constructive (fourth generation) evaluation methodology. Verifiable authenticity is a fundamental concept within their evaluation frame. They believe that the hermeneutic process employed in fourth generation evaluation acts as its own quality control. To further assist in the assessment of authenticity, they have created a series of authenticity criteria. 

While seemingly more liberating, in many ways Guba and Lincoln have simply wedded themselves to another dogmatic master. Controls may be looser, but they still exist. Such controls would seemingly lead toward a tendency of managerialism, which they deplore in the previous three evaluation generations. Improvement and growth are implicit within their framework but seem, at least to me, to get lost in all the rule following. It is important to remember that the fourth generation evaluation model is apparently intended to evaluate qualitative research and not necessarily intended as a model for evaluating students. 

Doll's Four R's

Doll (1993) believes that it is virtually impossible to think of evaluation in post-modern terms, since evaluation is closely associated with grades which were developed in the modernist paradigm. In a post modern world, there is no norm, no pre-determined canon to be learned. The learning system is open and dynamic, allowing for the transformation/growth of the learner. Ideally, there would be no grades. Committees would be responsible for providing guidance and, if absolutely necessary, judgement. Evaluation would be a reflective and iterative process of doing-critiquing-doing-critiquing. Doll describes this iterative process as being consistent with Dewey's scientific method. To replace the modernists' three R's, Doll suggests the four R's of Richness, Recursion, Relations and Rigor. 

Noddings' Philosophy of Care 

Nel Noddings (1992) presents a different picture of the learning environment. Caring relationships take center-stage in her philosophy. Noddings takes great care in defining what she means by care. Care is not a smothering, dependance-generating activity. Instead, care is a dynamic interplay of respect and responsibility, of independence and interdependence. Couched in these terms, evaluation changes from a deficit model to a method by which a learner is asked what they have learned. Self-evaluation is a key component of Noddings' philosophy. A learner's deficiencies would be jointly identified by the teacher and the learner. The teacher and learner would then work together to identify and remove the most vital of the learner's deficiencies. Reflection, self evaluation, peer evaluation of, and teacher guidance through the learning experience are characteristics of Noddings' notion of care in schools. 

While she is not specific as to how she would assign grades, she does reflect upon the notion of self-assessment presented by William Glasser (1990). She also presents Howard Gardner's (1983) theory of multiple intelligences as framework by which discussions of capacities may begin. By citing Glasser and Gardner, Noddings' is orienting her philosophy more closely around the needs and desires of the child and away from the traditional curriculum-driven educational establishment.

Conclusion 

A grade, as an accurate, objective measure of the quantity or the quality of learning, is a myth. Unfortunately, this myth may be as difficult to dispel as the pre-Copernican notion of an Earth-centered universe. Whether or not the myth of grades was born of modernist thought, and what that is depends upon who you ask, is irrelevant, since it does little if anything to solve the problem. 

Like Hegel's river or models based on the open-systems of chaos theory, things change, they evolve. I find little evidence of a step function marking the beginning and end of the modernist period. What I do see is an evolution. The similarities between Dewey, Deming and the post modernists presented are profound and fundamental. All examine systems from both a physical and psychological perspective. They all emphasize improvement and critical self-evaluation. Independence and interdependence are equally cherished. The importance of community and the championing of collaboration rather than competition are additional areas of agreement. The elimination of the learner as object is cheered by each. Noddings' (1992) notions of care, while not specifically mentioned by the others, form the bedrock of their convictions. 

It is these commonalities and not the rather trivial differences that should be celebrated and examined. While some of these writers are short on specifics, they do provide a useful map to aid us in our quest for improvement. Byrnes, Cornesky, and Byrnes (1992/1994) provide some specific problem identification and solution tools. Bruffee (1993) presents a wonderful discussion concerning collaborative learning. 

It is to the future that we must cast our eyes, not to the past. History provides only a map and suggests possibilities for the future. History is not a linear model dictating what the future will be. Instead, history is the seed that serves as the input to an open-ended, chaotic model. 

It is interesting to note that liberal Democrats like the current U. S. Secretary of Labor, Robert Reich (1987-91), a collaborator of Deming's, and conservative Republicans like the present Speaker of the House, Newt Gingrich (1995), recognize the need for change, for improvement. Ironically, both specifically mention the philosophy of Deming as a guide for improvement. This recognition does not mean that there is a meeting of the minds across the political spectrum, but there is a kernel of agreement, a beginning point from which negotiations may begin. As the famous space ranger toy, Buzz Lightyear, from Disney's film "Toy Story," says, "To infinity and beyond!" 
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