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We have answered your question about tasks in the middle section below. That answer is framed by a few essential principles of assessment related to collections of tasks, and by scoring guidance. We have also provided some examples of tasks. A few good examples are really needed to illustrate any principles. Feel free to use our examples (please cite: Shell Centre, University of Nottingham, England). 

The “contra-indicators” represent contrasting principles that originate in optimizing for a different purpose – usually: cheap, quick “reliable” global scores for accountability. Such scores answer a child’s question, “Are we there yet?”, but provide almost no guidance to steer by.

I hope this is helpful.
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“Assessment should allow all students to show what they know, understand and can do.”   

(Cockcroft Report 1982)
“Assessment for learning is one of the most powerful ways of improving learning and raising standards“ 

(Black and Wiliam 1998)

	High quality assessment has:
	Contra-indicators

	Curriculum balance

Assessment should be based on a balanced set of tasks that, together, provide students with accessible opportunities to perform across all the types of performance your curriculum goals are seeking.
	A narrowed range of task types assessing separate elements of performance.  Use of correlation in claiming validity.  Modes of working on the task that differ from the target performances (eg multiple choice by elimination)

	Curriculum value

Assessment tasks should constitute worthwhile learning activities in their own right. "Teaching to the test" then becomes desirable.
	Time spent preparing for the test is seen by teachers as an unwelcome distraction from their main job - to educate.

	Fitness for purpose

The nature of the tasks and scoring should correspond to the purposes of the assessment.

Summative assessment celebrates and summarises a wide range of performance. It should assess students' ability to integrate all that they know, understand and can do within tasks of significance. Fluency, understanding, and the ability to deploy problem solving strategies should be included in all tasks. Scoring requires only a few valid and reliable measures aggregated across the elements of performance on a balanced set of tasks.  

Formative assessment involves, in addition, some more focused tasks that identify learning obstacles and show how to bridge the gap between current and desired levels of knowledge. Both strengths and weaknesses are identified. "Measurement accuracy” has low priority.
	Simplicity (e.g. machine scoring) is given a priority that is allowed to distort the feedback needed (and, often, the task set)

More attention to the statistical properties of the scores than to the range and balance of what is being assessed, and the depth of the scoring judgments.  ($1 per student precludes validity.  No system works well with <5% of total expenditure on feedback)

Feedback that shows that giving summative information (e.g.scores) to the student distracts them  from using the feedback for constructive improvement, moving them to competitive “ego” mode.


	High quality assessment tasks: 
 
	Contra-indicators

	Are accessible yet challenging

Tasks are accessible with opportunities to demonstrate both modest and high levels of performance, so a full range of students can show what they can do (as evidenced by high response rates with a wide range of levels of response).
	One-level technical exercises allow many students to show what they cannot do. (see Cockcroft quote above) Rich, open tasks where understanding the problem is a barrier to entry.

	Make reasoning visible

Involves important types of thinking with mathematics, covering the phases of problem solving (formulation, manipulation, interpretation, evaluation, communication)
	Too many tasks that assess learned procedures, not thinking about what procedures are appropriate – particularly when the procedures are done with IT except in the math classroom.

	Elicit chains of reasoning

Provides opportunities for substantial chains of independent reasoning by the student (even though the entry may be scaffolded with short prompts to ensure access). Connections across mathematics and with other subjects are made.
	Short average task length with uniform task style

Longer tasks are broken down into sequences of short, scaffolded sub tasks.

	Are worthwhile problems in their right

Is recognizable by students (and educated citizens) as a problem worth solving – because it is intriguing and/or potentially useful.
	Inward-looking near-horizon short items that could only occur in a math classroom (confirming student attitudes to the subject)

	Are set in authentic contexts

Is outward-looking, looking to mathematics for better understanding of life and the outside world. May contain insufficient (where student makes assumptions and estimates) or redundant data (where student makes selections) as in the real world. Students may be asked to respond in a given role: e.g. a designer, planner, commentator, evaluator.
	Tasks have cosmetic realism where students know that 'doing the math' is all that matters. Students never ask - "does this result look reasonable"?

Tasks have too many irrelevant distractions (giving false negatives) or too many cues (giving false positives).

Students are writing answers only for examiners, out of context.

	Are open-middled or open-ended

The tasks offers students opportunity to surprise or delight. Students can use a range of methods and/or offer a range of outcomes.
	Tasks are predominantly closed and student responses constrained to single possibilities. Ease of scoring takes precedence. 

	Contribute to learning

The student learns while doing the task and enjoys this. 
	Assessment is seen as “measurement” only. 

It is loathed by all. 


	High quality scoring guidance: 
 
Criteria need exemplification to clarify meaning
	Contra-indicators

	Recognises and describes the range of performance

It describes both strategic (process) and technical (content) elements of performance contributing to a strong response to the task in terms that can be understood and used by students as well as teachers – thus helping both in thinking constructively about a student response.
	Point scores, which are strongly counterproductive for formative assessment (Black and Wiliam metanalysis 1998, 2001)

Only factual content knowledge, or routine procedures are rewarded. No recognition is given to the quality of the reasoning.

	Flexible 

It permits the scorer to reward the students' own lines of reasoning and solution paths.


	Rigid and mechanical to use. 
Unpredicted responses are not encouraged or rewarded.

	Offers holistic and detailed feedback

Teachers and students are given holistic and specific feedback that enable them to direct future teaching and learning.
	Detailed scoring rubrics with no points available for strategy. 
Level descriptions are given with no justification.



	Balances description with exemplification

It balances description with exemplification: samples of student work are provided at different levels with commentary.
	Rubrics are given with no examples of authentic student work.

	For summative spin-off
	

	Summative feedback

It provides (offline) summative feedback –  for example, by assigning points to the elements of performance and an aggregation procedure related to reporting levels.
	Aggregation is only needed for summative assessment – but teachers, students and parents may want this from time to time.  Point scores can be added to a descriptive/analytic rubric for this purpose

	Note on strategy 
	

	High-stakes assessment designed on these principles is important for both legitimizing and rewarding a high-quality curriculum.  What You Test Is What You Get in many schools.
	“We don’t test that but, of course, all good teachers do it”


� Criteria need exemplification to clarify meaning. Not every task needs all these attributes – but a good proportion should have them all


�  Not every scoring scheme needs all these attributes – but a good proportion should have them all.
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