
Whenever I try to talk about assessment and alignment with other 
educators, I fi nd that I run into an interesting problem that plagues the 
fi eld of education generally. The problem is that we educators, seemingly 
alone among all other professionals, lack a common language. Imagine, 
say, fi nding oneself in New York City with a sudden a� ack of appendicitis; 
one could be fairly certain that the defi nition of the illness, the diagnostic 
procedures, and the surgery would be exactly the same as they are in 
Los Angeles or Santa Fe or anywhere else. Lawyers, engineers, and other 
professionals similarly share a common vocabulary. But the situation is 
entirely diff erent in education. Take the notion of assessment, for example. 
Most of us would agree that “assessment” refers to testing and evaluation. 
But, as I would like to discuss here, assessment is greater than these; testing 
and evaluation are only one small piece of a much larger puzzle that needs 
to be put together in order for us to understand what children do and do 
not understand and what they do and do not know. And in the fi eld of 
education, we need at least to develop a common language if we are going 
to make any progress at all in developing what might be called assessment 
literacy. 

The “Regrouping” Controversy
Let me, for a moment, give a much smaller example of our semantic 
diffi  culties. I am now in my seventh year as superintendent of Bloomington 
Public School District 87 in Illinois. When I fi rst came to Bloomington as 
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a rookie superintendent, I was just going to set the world on fi re. Fairly 
early on I met with a group of teachers in one of my elementary schools to 
give them the results of the statewide assessment of student achievement 
for that year—what was then called the Illinois Goal Assessment Program 
(IGAP).  Now the IGAP, as most educators in Illinois agree, was a terrible 
program. It was at once too broad and too narrow. On the one hand, it was 
too broad insofar as it was based on the so-called State Goals for Learning, 
the forerunner to our current Illinois Learning Standards. These “Goals,” 
as the document stated, consisted of 34 “broadly stated, relatively timeless 
expressions of what the State of Illinois wants its students to be able to 
know and do”—a formulation that was so broad and so vague that it was 
neither meaningful nor helpful in terms of guiding curriculum, teaching, 
or assessment. On the other hand, the IGAP itself, which consisted almost 
entirely of multiple-choice questions, was much too narrow a vehicle on 
which to base any decisions with confi dence. Hardly anyone understood it 
anyway; teachers were given no assessment training, no one could explain 
what a score of 260 versus a score of 250 meant, although naturally the 
newspapers published the scores every spring and schools were ranked 
according to some methodological ranking.

Well, there I was with a group of four or fi ve elementary teachers from each 
grade, trying, fairly unsuccessfully, to explain the results of the previous 
year’s assessment. Then, with the general goal of improved performance 
the following year, I had the idea of giving them a li� le workshop on 
curriculum alignment. Specifi cally, I wanted to explain the concept of 
“backward mapping”—the need for teachers at every grade level to 
understand what students (in this case, fi � h graders) need to know as they 
leave school so that teachers can backward map the curriculum down to 
the earlier grades. I was discussing mathematics, surely an easy example, 
because mathematics is clearly sequential; I wasn’t even trying to get into 
anything like reading. Yet I was ge� ing just blank stares from the group. 
And as I was talking about the need to communicate with one another 
and work as a team in order to align the curriculum, I noticed that the 
fi � h-grade teachers were huddled in one corner, the fourth-grade teachers 
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were in another corner, the kindergarten teachers were in the back, and 
absolutely no one was responding favorably to what I was saying. Finally 
I asked what was wrong, and eventually someone from the fourth-grade 
group said in a muffl  ed voice, “Well, if only they [gesturing to the third-
grade teachers] would teach what they were supposed to teach before the 
fourth grade, we’d be fi ne.” 

Basically everyone was convinced that whatever problems existed were the 
fault of the previous year’s teachers because each one of them was doing 
a superb job in the third or fourth or fi � h grade. Well, I thought a fi ght 
was going to break out. I’ve been in high school cafeterias where this sort 
of thing has happened, but I have never been in a faculty lounge where 
the staff  members were about to go at one another. I knew I had to be the 
diplomat, so I asked the fourth-grade teachers to name specifi cally what it 
was that their students didn’t know when they entered their classrooms. 
Eventually they came up with one of their major complaints—regrouping. 
Every fall, they claimed, they would meet their new students and not a single 
fourth grader would know the meaning of regrouping. In other words, 
there were 120 fourth graders in this school totally without a clue, and the 
fourth-grade teachers would have to spend six weeks every fall teaching 
them what the third-grade teachers were supposed to have taught. Now 
this just didn’t make sense, either to me or to the second- and third-grade 
teachers, who were sure that they had been teaching exactly what they 
were supposed to teach. Well, fi nally we sorted out the problem. It seems 
that what the fourth- and fi � h-grade teachers were calling “regrouping,” 
the fi rst-, second-, and third-grade teachers had been calling “borrowing 
and carrying.” So of course the fourth graders knew the concept; they were 
just confused by the term. It turned out that the curriculum was aligned, it 
was just the teachers who were in separate corners. 

Defining Our Terms and Breaking Down Barriers
So you see, there are some assumptions within education—I call them 
invisible structures—that need to be challenged. One of them is the 
assumption that we have common defi nitions for what we are teaching or 
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what we want taught. Clearly the fi rst step toward progress and reform is 
a step most states have taken, which is defi ning our terms more accurately. 
In my state in 1998 we replaced the murky “Goals for Learning” with the 
Illinois Learning Standards. These are much more precise statements, 
distributed to every teacher in the state, of the knowledge and skills that all 
students in all Illinois public schools should have in seven core curricular 
areas (English, language arts, mathematics, science, social science, physical 
development and health, fi ne arts, foreign languages), with emphasis 
on cross-disciplinary competency, problem solving, communication, 
technology literacy, and teamwork. We also have implemented a much 
more valuable statewide assessment, the Illinois Standards Achievement 
Test (ISAT).

This is only part of the story, however. Not long ago I had the opportunity 
to meet with a group of Illinois political leaders and representatives of the 
Illinois business community about the state of public education in our state. 
What they said basically was, “We don’t get it. Why are we not seeing more 
progress in terms of student achievement? A� er all, every teacher has read 
the state standards!” I didn’t know whether to be amused or distressed by 
their assumptions. I might mention here, as a slight digression, that while I 
am very proud to be part of the Illinois education community, Illinois does 
not stand particularly tall in comparison to other states. We are the only 
school system in the country, for example, that gets an F from Education 
Week for equity in funding. There are relatively advantaged areas and there 
are relatively disadvantaged areas, and the truth is that there are really 
three states in the state of Illinois. There is Chicago, which pre� y much lives 
by its own rules; there is the area north of I-80, which is about one-quarter 
of the state; and then there is southern Illinois, south of I-80. In my district, 
Bloomington, which is pre� y centrally located, four of the six elementary 
schools qualify for Title I funding; in one of those schools 80 percent of the 
students receive free or reduced-price lunch. Forty percent of all students 
in the district are ethnic minorities. The largest concentration is Spanish 
speaking, but all told there are 56 languages spoken in the Bloomington 
schools. So we are an extremely culturally and ethnically diverse state, 
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with an enormous range of student needs. Issuing the Illinois Learning 
Standards was an important part of our reform eff ort, but it certainly was 
not the entire solution. 

In fact, as I talked to these state leaders, I began to wonder how much 
teachers even knew about the standards. Right then and there I decided 
to do a li� le test, and so my offi  ce and others conducted a survey of all 
Illinois teachers asking this very question. The results were actually worse 
than I expected: 83 percent of Illinois teachers did not even know what 
the standards were, let alone how to use them to guide curriculum and 
assessment. And yet 100 percent of the students in the state of Illinois were 
being held accountable for those standards based on high stakes testing. 
Clearly we had a problem.

The Standards-Aligned Classroom Initiative
Our response in Bloomington was an eff ort we began seven years ago to 
organize learning teams of teachers, parents, community representatives, 
and members of the school board to fi gure out what teachers need to 
know and do in order to align their individual classrooms with the state 
standards. This eff ort eventually turned into the much larger, statewide 
Standards-Aligned Classroom Initiative (SAC), which was designed with 
the help of the Illinois Education Association (IEA), the Illinois State Board 
of Education (ISBE), Regional Offi  ces of Education (ROEs), and others. 
The program was organized in terms of school-based “learning teams” 
composed of four or fi ve teachers, who worked with a trained coach over 
the course of two years to increase their understanding of standards-aligned 
education and to design and implement lessons and assessments based 
on these principles for specifi c grade levels and subject areas. Districtwide 
accelerated programs consisting of fi ve two-hour sessions also were off ered 
for individual teachers. Over the past three years more than 6,000 teachers 
and administrators from 22 percent of the Illinois school districts have 
benefi ted from the program,1 although now, unfortunately, it has been 
jeopardized by cuts in state funding. I want to emphasize, however, that 
the goals of SAC were much greater than simply orienting teachers to the 
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standards or aligning curriculum and assessments. And it is these larger 
ma� ers, above all, that concern, or ought to concern, all educators. 

Assessment for Learning Versus 
Assessment of Learning
For many years I have been thinking about the problem of why some 
children do so much be� er than others in school. This is an issue that is as 
troubling in Illinois as it is in the nation as a whole, including the evidence 
that economically disadvantaged children tend to underperform the most 
consistently. Clearly there are variances in elementary programs that lead 
to diff erences at the middle school level and ultimately the high school 
level, and clearly this is a situation that has to be rectifi ed if all children are 
to succeed. Happily, several years ago I was introduced to, and eventually 
developed a great friendship with, Richard Stiggins, the president of the 
Assessment Training Institute in Portland, Oregon, whose infl uential 
writings became core texts for the Standards-Aligned Classroom project.2 
The most basic lesson we all learned is that instruction and assessment must 
be aligned, from the very beginning, with the most important learning target 
of all—that is, with the student. As Rick says, “primary responsibility for 
academic success does not reside with teachers, principals, superintendents, 
parents, or any other adult involved in the education system. It rests with 
the learners” (Stiggins, 1999). Of course, teachers must master their state’s 
learning standards so that they understand the targets that students are 
expected to hit. But all the alignment in the world will be useless unless 
students actively want to learn. And for that to happen, students must 
be involved in their own learning: they must, from the very start of their 
school years, have their learning goals explained to them clearly, in their 
own terms; as they get older and mature, they must be entrusted more and 
more with monitoring their own progress; and they must receive frequent 
descriptive (as opposed to judgmental) assessments from their teachers so 
that they develop insights about how to improve. 

Above all, educators must strive to keep students from losing confi dence in 
themselves, and they must rekindle confi dence among those students who 
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have given up. How many of us, a li� le bit further along in life, remember 
spending the fi rst eight weeks of our college courses trying to psych out 
the professor to fi gure out what we needed to do to get a good grade? 
Well that, unfortunately, is the way many children feel when they fi nd 
themselves in classrooms where the focus is on competition, winners and 
losers, ge� ing the one “right” answer, and testing for the sake of evaluation 
and ranking rather than for the sake of learning. Some children are good 
at the game, but many are not, and as the title “No Child Le�  Behind” 
expresses, we as a society have decided that we will no longer tolerate such 
inequality. We have learned that perhaps the most invidious confi dence 
killer is what Stiggins (2002) calls “assessment of learning” rather than 
“assessment for learning”—a seemingly subtle distinction, but one that 
makes all the diff erence in the world to students. Far too o� en, he says, 
assessment systems have been designed “to help us dole out rewards 
and punishments. And while that can work sometimes, it causes a lot of 
students to see themselves as failures. And if that goes on long enough, 
they . . . stop trying” (interview in Sparks, 1999).

If we are truly going to leave no child behind, then, we need to change 
the world of assessment; we need to show every student that learning is 
intrinsically rewarding and that academic success is not only possible but 
also within reach. Stiggins goes as far as suggesting that even if this kind of 
paradigm shi�  were to take place only in classrooms of low-achieving and 
low-socioeconomic-status students, “the achievement gaps that so deeply 
trouble us today would be erased” (Stiggins, 2002). We need to start at the 
college level and bring reform right down to the kindergarten level. Because 
when those li� le kindergartners enter school, we can either celebrate their 
exuberance or we can break their spirit. Unfortunately, I believe that under 
No Child Le�  Behind success is defi ned much too narrowly in terms of 
mathematics, reading, and science. There are many children who do not 
see themselves in terms of that success equation. And once their confi dence 
is gone, it’s gone. We owe it to all children, no ma� er who they are or where 
they come from, to do everything we can to protect and nurture their 
confi dence and optimism. It is the single most important quality that they 
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will need for the rest of their lives. So in Bloomington, Illinois, at least, that 
is our commitment: to do everything we can to educate our teachers, our 
administrators, and most important, our students about how students can 
succeed in an education system that truly serves the needs of everyone.
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Notes
 1. In 2004 a study of the Standards-Aligned Classroom Initiative conducted by 

an independent consultant found that overall, teachers of all grade levels and 
with varying years of experience in the classroom believed that participation 
in the SAC learning teams improved their teaching and that their students 
benefi ted from the SAC principles, the Illinois Learning Standards, and 
standards-aligned instruction. See the SAC Web site: www.sac-success.org. 

 2. See Richard J. Stiggins, Student Involved Assessment for Learning, 4th edition 
(Upper Saddle River, N.J., 2005). See also Black and Wiliam (2004).
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