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Essential Assessment



Ten Common Principles 
of the 

Coalition of Essential Schools

1. Learning to use one’s mind well

2. Less is more; depth over coverage

3. Goals apply to all students

4. Personalization

5. Student as worker, teacher as coach

6. Demonstration of mastery

7. A tone of decency and trust

8. Commitment to the entire school

9. Resources dedicated to teaching and learning

10. Democracy and equity



Parker School -- A 

Conversation Among Friends

•An Essential School

•Founded by Ted Sizer, former Dean of the Graduate School of 

Education at Harvard, and Leader of the Annenberg Institute at Brown

•Women of the ILT:  Deb Merriam, Sue Massucco, Diane Kruse, Ruth Whalen 

Crockett, Debbie Osofsky, Mandy Levine, Kathy Russo

•Grades 7-12, or ages 12-18 years; 400 students 

•Charter School

•Charter schools are public schools

•Endorsed in first cohort of charter schools in Massachusetts 

•Opened in 1995



Domain Structure
four integrated subject areas

Arts and Humanities (AH)

Math, Science & Technology (MST)

Spanish 

Wellness 



Criteria for Excellence -- Skill Areas

Arts & Humanities
Writing

Reading

Research

Oral Presentation

Artistic Expression

Listening and Media Analysis

Math, Science, & 

Technology
Technical Communication

Mathematical Problem-Solving

Scientific Investigation

Systems Thinking

Technology

Spanish
Interpersonal

Presentational

Interpretive 

Communication

Wellness
Self-Awareness

Social Awareness

Self-Management

Relationship Skills

Responsible Decision-making







Assessment Language

Meets (M) 

Approaches (A) 

Beginning (B)



Assessment Journey

B

A

M

E



Professional Practices
NEASC Standard Three

• Ensure that grading and assessment practices 

are aligned with the school’s beliefs about 

learning 



Curriculum, Instruction & 

Assessment

•Team Teaching for grades seven-ten

•Essential Questions, Projects, Rubrics, Portfolios

•Heterogeneous Classes (no sorting of students by 

perceived ability)

•Commitment to revision—in student and teacher work



Key Systems moves for Equity

• Making space for achievement to grow; not 

sorting students by perceived ability

• Parker teachers have one academic preparation

− Some teachers have two preparations 

(semester-based courses for oldest students)

• Robust !! common planning time

• Use protocols for efficient collaboration 

• Educators share the work!



Student Voices

Students reflect on two 

sample projects

o What the project is

o What I learned

o What I learned about 

myself as a learner



Hello Ruby

The Union & Confederacy in 

American Memory

• Project overview

- Images of project description

- Short powerpoint product





















Reflection with Ruby

• What did you learn?

• What did you learn about yourself as a 

learner?



Hello Trevor

Calculus:  How can we quantify and 

describe change?

Assessment: 

What is a derivative?

• Project overview  

− Images of project description

− Short video







Trevor’s Derivative video clip



Reflection with Trevor

• What did you learn?

• What did you learn about yourself as a 

learner?



Student Learning
NEASC Standard

• learners demonstrate a depth of understanding 

over a breadth of knowledge

• discipline-specific, higher order thinking and 

transferable skills and dispositions

• embeds skills and competencies



An in-Depth Look at Assessment Design

behind the scenes 



Designing Units of Study

• Criteria for Excellence skills are embedded in inquiry-based 

units of study

• Units are

• Driven by essential questions

• Collaboratively designed by teams of teachers

• Informed by state and national standards

• Projects are usually the summative assessments for the unit

• This is NOT happening all the time, every day!





Designing the Assessment

• Which concepts must be 

mastered?

• How do we want students to 

demonstrate and apply what 

they know?

• What criteria define excellent 

performance?

• What will students do with their 

feedback, and what happens if 

a student has not yet shown 

mastery?



The project works on two dimensions:

Math Content Goals 

− The specific math 

concepts and skills 

students should master

− These may be the 

Common Core Content 

Standards, state or 

national math standards, 

AP course content, etc. 

Parker’s Criteria for 

Excellence in Technical 

Communication

− A longer-term skill that 

transcends any particular 

mathematical content

− Similar to CCSS 

Mathematical Practices



Technical Communication Focus

Knowing the math is part—but not all—of the challenge of this assignment. 

The other dimension is to communicate this knowledge skillfully. 



Math Content Focus

All students taking this course should show mastery of these concepts, even if 

they struggle with the specific challenge of synthesizing and explaining their 

knowledge in this project. 



Language for the rubric 
came from Parker’s 
Criteria for Excellence.

Technical Communication Criteria for Excellence

Content
• Your work is clear, coherent, correct and complete
• You use evidence, examples, and/or data to illustrate your 
thinking and to support or justify your conclusions
• Your communication is concise, yet also contains sufficient 
detail

Organization

• You frame the purpose of your work
• You communicate using a format that suits your purpose and 
audience
• Your discussion has logical flow

Visuals

• You use graphs, charts, tables and diagrams where 
appropriate
• You integrate visuals into your work and refer to them
• You clearly label graphs, charts, tables and diagrams

Notation

• You show appropriate detail in your calculations
• You make effective use of equations and symbolic notation
• You include correct units for quantities

Conventions

• You use technical vocabulary correctly
• You use a formal tone where appropriate
• You use correct spelling, capitalization, punctuation, 
grammar and sentence structure

When we design rubrics for 

specific assignments, we adapt 

the school-wide language and 

tailor it to the assignment.

The SAME criteria apply across 

all three divisions in the school, 

just as the Mathematical 

Practices apply across all 

grade levels.

The TASK COMPLEXITY and 

the CONTENT EXPECTATIONS 

increase as students grow.



REVISION is a critical feature of 

Parker’s approach to assessment.



Revision

• Revision and growth are a built-in part of the 

assessment system

• Long term goal: to meet standards with increasing 

autonomy and expertise

• Portfolios document evidence of mastery, making the 

case for student’s readiness to progress



On this project…

• Content mastery was required.

− Students who showed misunderstanding of key 

concepts re-did those topics until they met 

standards.

• Technical communication might still need work.

− Students aim to grow this skill longer-term, showing 

mastery by the time they graduate. 



Teacher Feedback takes two forms: 

• “Scoring” using the rubric

• Written feedback noting strength + next steps







Ideally, each assessment…

• Works for a range of learning needs

• Promotes academic integrity

• Engages students, inviting their creativity

• Encourages self-assessment and reflection



Some final notes



Success is not a scarce resource 

• All students can—and DO—meet standards, 

taking different paths and paces up the 

mountain

• What happens when we see achievement as 

abundant?



The time it takes to reach mastery will vary, as 
students themselves vary.



We can hold the same overall standards, while 

meeting widely varying student needs

• A range of students can tackle the same core challenge

• E.g.: “Provide evidence for your claim.”

• Projects adapted and personalized for different students

• Modifications

• Templates and supports

• Extension/exceeds challenges

• Focus on growth over time provides a way to begin and a 

way forward



Students use feedback for learning and growth

• In your job as an adult, 
what do you with 
feedback?
− strengths

− next steps

− revise / strengthen

− grow

• Another way to apply authenticity is to consider what 
we do with educators, is what we also do with students.  



And throughout the pandemic…

• Parker’s inquiry and standards-based projects 

allowed work to persist with few adjustments, 

and to have traction with students in remote 

conditions

• Teachers share the load--we’ve always been 

in this together, we are still in this together



Ques t i on s



Progressive education works best in collaboration; for further 
support, resources, and conversation among friends, contact:

Colleen L. Meaney

Director

Theodore R. Sizer Teachers' Center

Francis W. Parker Charter Essential School

49 Antietam Street

Devens, Massachusetts 01434

978. 760. 9140

cmeaney@theparkerschool.org

https://www.theparkerschool.org/educators/sizer-teachers-center/
https://www.theparkerschool.org/
mailto:cmeaney@theparkerschool.org

