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Abstract 

This study examined the impact that collaborative learning had on the assessment 

and evaluation of writing practices of a group of teachers as they engaged in a 

community of learners. The study explored the development of teacher knowledge and 

perceptions as well as the implementation of effective assessment strategies in writing 

for students in grades 4 to 8 that could be achieved through collaboration. Teachers' 

perceptions of the value of collaboration were also embedded within the study. Multiple 

methods of data collection were used to gather rich and descriptive data. Those methods 

included interviews, observation, and documentation of meetings and of participants' 

perceptions of their assessment and evaluation practices. Five preexisting themes 

describing desired outcomes of change were used to analyze the data. These themes 

included: knowledge, attitude, skill, aspiration, and behaviour. While it was difficult to 

identify definitively the degree oflearning achieved by the participants, conclusions can 

be drawn that the participants experienced learning and some change in the areas of 

knowledge and skill, attitude, aspiration, and behaviour. What was notable was the 

continued belief on the part of the participants of the value of collaboration as a means of 

learning. 
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CHAPTER ONE: THE PROBLEM 

This is a case study of a group of teachers who participated in a collaborative 

learning community as a means of examining their assessment and evaluation practices in 

writing. The study explored the development of teacher knowledge and perceptions as 

well as the implementation of effective assessment strategies in writing for students in 

grades 4 to 8 that could be achieved through collaboration. The premise of this study was 

that the results would enable and encourage teachers to build and to sustain a culture of 

collaborative practice in order to promote professional growth in their assessment and 

evaluation practice and to work towards eliminating the culture of isolation that is 

prevalent in teaching. 

Statement of the Problem Situation 

Teachers work in a demanding profession, a profession that requires teachers to 

keep up with changing curricula and current strategies as well as to be accountable to 

various stakeholders in addition to their day-to-day teaching responsibilities, which 

include assessment and evaluation of student work. The problem that prompted this study 

is twofold. Both problems are related to the mounting pressure for educational 

accountability as has been evidenced by the increasing use of standardized testing. The 

first issue at stake is that teachers are not sufficiently prepared in their assessment and 

evaluation practices to address new understandings of assessment and evaluation. To put 

it more succinctly, they are not assessment literate. Swaffield and Dudley (2003) define 

assessment literacy as an ''understanding of the issues, including the possibilities and 

limitations, of data about pupils' attainment and performance" (p. 9). What is problematic 

with teachers' assessment literacy is that they have not changed their practices to meet 
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new developments in assessment and evaluation, and many are still using outdated 

practices (Stiggins, 2004). Teachers can spend up to 50% of their professional time on 

assessment and evaluation (Daniel & King, 1998), and yet training in effective 

assessment and evaluation practices is not sufficient (Bol, Stephenson, O'Connell, & 

Nunnery, 1998; Cizek, Fitzgerald, & Rachor, 1996; Daniel & King, 1998; Stiggins, 

1999). To further compound this problem, teachers have not been provided with adequate 

opportunities or resources to develop their assessment and evaluation practices. This 

situation brings us to the second problem, which is the relative isolation of teachers. 

Teachers work alone in their classrooms, with little opportunity to collaborate with 

colleagues. Teachers learn as individuals too, when they attend workshops for the 

purposes of professional development. The problem is that teachers working and learning 

in isolation is not conducive to sparking collective change that will improve the practice 

of all teachers and will benefit the learning of all students (Hirsch, 2009). 

The purpose of this study is to determine how a collaborative environment can 

contribute to the development of assessment and evaluation practices of a group of 

teachers. In order for teachers to become both literate and competent in assessment and 

evaluation, it is important that they find ways to work together to learn about and to share 

their knowledge about assessment and evaluation practices. With the degree and 

complexity of change that is being demanded today, it is not possible to develop 

proficiency in assessment literacy alone. In this age of educational reform and 

accountability, teachers need to learn how to work collaboratively to ensure that their 

assessment and evaluation practices are aligned with their instructional practices. 
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Background of the Problem 

Teachers work in isolation and have worked in isolation since the beginning of 

formal education (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2000). Isolation is a culture that developed with 

the inception of the first one-room schoolhouse, if not before, and it continues to 

permeate the teaching profession. Isolation in teaching can be defined as a lack of 

interaction among teachers (Bakkenes, de Brabander, & Imants, 1999). The isolation of 

teachers is evidenced by teachers who work alone in self-classrooms, separated from 

colleagues. Different grade level and discipline assignments, particularly at the 

elementary school level, further contribute to the isolation of individual teachers. 

Location of classrooms and use of portable classrooms also prevent teachers from 

collaborative interactions. Additionally, time for teachers to converse either socially or 

professionally during the school day is limited, and collaborative opportunities outside of 

teaching time are rare (Huffman & Kalnin, 2003). Not all isolation, however, is a result 

of the previous conditions; isolation can also be self-imposed. Some teachers choose to 

distance themselves from their colleagues; in fact, they prefer to work alone (Bakkenes et 

a1.; Joyce, 2004). The reality is that the autonomous nature of the job itself, with many 

teachers working alone in self-contained classrooms, encourages teachers to work 

independently as opposed to collaboratively (Bakkenes et aI.). This point is corroborated 

by Grossman, Wineburg, and Woolworth (2001), who questioned the likelihood of 

teachers who enter the profession with the intent to work with other adults. After all, 

there is an element of safety in being able to close one's classroom door when faced with 

dissimilar beliefs or practices. Indeed, attempted dissolution of isolation may cause a 

whole set of other problems according to Grossman et aI., who state that "reducing 



isolation can unleash workplace conflicts that were, ironically, kept in check by the very 

isolation in which teachers work" (p. 991). There are, however, more persuasive reasons 

why isolation should be eliminated. 
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Teaching responsibilities have changed over the years and continue to change as 

we progress farther into the new millennium. Introduction of new curricula, increased 

demands for accountability through standardized testing and teacher performance 

appraisals, new initiatives in teaching, time constraints, additional responsibilities, closer 

scrutiny from interested stakeholders-such as parents, administration; and government 

(Florio-Ruane & Raphael, 2001), and lack of resources are among the realities ofthe job. 

It should come as no surprise that teachers are feeling overloaded and stressed out as they 

struggle to stay abreast of all new trends and current situations (Butler, Novak Lauscher, 

Jarvis-Selinger, & Beckingham, 2004, Grossman et aI., 2001). It truly has become a 

monumental task for individual teachers to keep up with current demands and changes. 

Teachers in Ontario have seen rapid change in curricular reform in the last 15 

years, thanks to the visions of three separate political parties. The Common Curriculum: 

Policies and Outcomes (Grades 1-9), introduced in 1995 by the New Democratic Party, 

was replaced by the Conservative Party's The Ontario Curriculum for Language, Grades 

1-8, in 1997. The Language Curriculum was then revised and replaced in 2006 by the 

presiding Liberal Party. The overriding purpose ofthese changes was to raise standards 

of achievement and to develop consistency in expectations. Interestingly enough, 

however, teachers were not afforded professional learning opportunities to become well 

versed in the first two curriculum versions (Winter & McEachern, 2001), further 

compounding teachers' feelings of inadequacy and anxiety. By the time the third version 



of the Language Curriculum was published in 2006, teachers were finally afforded the 

opportunity to become familiar with the revised curriculum. 
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If we look specifically at the assessment and evaluation of Language in the junior 

and intermediate divisions, teachers are expected to be familiar with new and mandated 

assessment practices such as performance-based assessment, Developmental Reading 

Assessment (DRA), Education Quality and Accountability Office (EQAO) tests, and 

additional Ministry of Education documents such as Literacy for Learning: The Report of 

the Expert Panel on Literacy in Grades 4 to 6 in Ontario, 2004, and Think Literacy: 

Cross Curricular Approaches, Grades 7-12. Teachers' already overburdened workdays 

do not afford them the time to learn about all these initiatives on their own. There are 

board-initiated inservices and professional development activities; some are delivered 

within the school day and some are offered as optional workshops at the end of the day. 

One problem is that inservices offered during the workday are not accessible to all 

teachers, and after-school workshops are not practical for all teachers. Additionally, 

traditional professional development models, such as one-shot workshops, may not be the 

most effective means of implementing change and improvement in teachers' practices. 

What many teachers are left with is on-the-job learning about assessment practices. With 

the isolated nature of the teaching profession, it may be difficult for teachers to know if 

their assessment practices are effective. Yet, there are many teachers who are 

knowledgeable about various aspects of assessment who are willing to share their 

knowledge and who are eager to learn more. If collaboration were to be encouraged and 

practiced, the implications that might have on teaching practices are immeasurable. 
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The depth of knowledge and experience that is available from the communal well 

of teachers is a vital resource that has not been fully explored or exploited. If we accept 

the current concept that reform in education is essential (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2000), that 

teachers must rethink and reevaluate the way they work, then collaboration is 

instrumental to making those changes. Yet, there is also reluctance to enter into 

collaborative relationships. Teachers are often hesitant to approach other teachers for 

assistance for fear that they will be seen as incompetent, that they will deplete their own 

resources by sharing with others, that they will lose their autonomy, or that their ideas 

will be criticized or will conflict with the ideas of others (Little, 1990). Sometimes it is 

not so much that teachers do not want to venture into collaborative relationships but that 

lack of time hampers the opportunity to collaborate. 

One must also keep in mind that there are drawbacks to teacher collaboration as 

well as rewards. Collaboration cannot be classified as unequivocally good. In his study, 

Johnson (2003) found that a minority ofteachers identified loss of autonomy, increased 

workload, and competition among teachers for access to resources as detriments to 

engaging in collaboration. 

The reality is that in this day and age, with the demands on teachers continuing to 

become more complex, all teachers will require assistance at one time or another 

(Hargreaves & Fullan, 2000). Collaboration can be beneficial for teachers of all years of 

experience and all levels of expertise. Grossman et al. (2001) identify peer conversation 

as being essential to improving the practice of all teachers. A word of caution regarding 

collaboration must be noted, however; mandated collaboration will not work (Bainer & 

Didham, 1994). Relationships that are imposed by administration are doomed to failure 
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more often than not because those relationships are forced upon teachers for a purpose 

that may not be their own and may not be relevant for them. Collaboration, if it is to 

succeed, must be willingly entered into by teachers who have a common goal and a desire 

to work with each other. Teachers must be free to decide if, when, and how they want to 

collaborate with others. Effective collaboration must take into account teachers' working 

styles and personalities, teachers' already demanding and time-consuming workloads, 

and the actual grouping ofteachers. If teachers are given the opportunity to work 

collaboratively, then not only will they benefit from each others' knowledge and 

experience, but if they are successful in making collaboration, rather than isolation 

accepted teaching practice, they also just might be able to change the culture of teaching. 

Purpose of the Study 

This study was designed to examine teachers' development in understanding and 

implementing effective assessment and evaluation of writing practices and teachers' 

attitudes regarding the efficacy of collaboration through participation in a community of 

learners. The reason for this study arose from the need to keep teachers informed of 

current assessment and evaluation of writing strategies and to provide them with a means 

of learning about and implementing effective assessment and evaluation of writing 

initiatives. The study used a collaborative learning environment as a means of exploring 

the impact of collaboration on teachers' assessment and evaluation of writing perceptions 

and practices. 

As this study used a model of a community of learners as a means of exploring 

assessment and evaluation of writing issues, I also explored the efficacy of the model as 

the members of the group worked through the collaborative process. It was my hope that 



successful implementation of the collaborative process would reduce teacher feelings of 

isolation and begin to build a more collegial and supportive culture in teaching. 

Objectives 

This study investigated collaborative processes and the effect of collaboration on 

assessment and evaluation of writing practices. The following two questions were 

addressed as the study progressed: 
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1. How do teachers' knowledge, attitude, skill, aspiration, and behaviour about 

assessment and evaluation develop or change as a result of collaboration in a school

based learning group? 

2. What are teachers' perceptions of the effectiveness of a collaborative school-based 

learning group as a means of professional growth? 

Rationale 

With an increasing demand for educational change based on accountability and 

high standards for student achievement (Winter & McEachern, 2001), development of 

teacher learning and practice has come under close scrutiny. For many years, on-the-job 

teacher learning has focused on knowledge acquisition and skill development of the 

individual teacher as gained through workshops and courses. These methods of 

development, however, have been perceived to be ineffective in bringing about growth to 

teaching practice (Full an, 2007). The far-reaching goals and expectations of educational 

refonn demand a change in the way that professional development is delivered, a way 

that may very well have an impact on the culture of teaching. 

Recent research promotes the implementation of teacher learning communities as 

a more effective means of enhancing teacher knowledge and practice (Fullan, 2007). 
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Fullan promotes the establishment of collaborative forms of teacher learning as a means 

of developing and maintaining assessment literacy. As teachers are being required to be 

more accountable, assessment literacy has become a focus for professional development 

(Popham, 2009). Popham distinguishes between classroom assessment and accountability 

assessment, with the former referring to classroom measures of what students know and 

are able to do, while the latter refers to politically driven standardized tests that are used 

to establish a benchmark for achievement. While accountability assessment is an essential 

component of a teacher's assessment literacy, this study was designed to examine 

classroom assessment, and so all further references to assessment will pertain to 

classroom assessment. Classroom assessment is a term that requires elucidation. Within 

the classroom, teachers are expected to employ formative assessment as well as 

summative evaluation. In the document, Literacy for Learning: The Report of the Expert 

Panel on Literacy in Grades 4 to 6 in Ontario, 2004, a clear distinction is made between 

the terms assessment and evaluation. Assessment is described as the process of gathering 

and using information about a student's knowledge and skills. This information is 

gathered before, during, and after learning and is used to inform instruction to meet each 

student's needs. On the other hand, evaluation draws upon the teacher's professional 

judgement to analyze a collection of assessment information in order to assign an 

achievement level to each individual student. Teachers who are assessment literate are 

better able to make good decisions about the strategies they use in their class as well as to 

ensure that their assessment and evaluation practices are linked to their instructional 

practices (Popham). 
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The goal of this study was to encourage and to develop a culture of collaboration 

by having teachers work together co-operatively to learn from each other and to develop 

effective assessment and evaluation practices. With the new initiatives and curricula that 

have been introduced in recent years, it has become increasingly important for teachers to 

take control of their own professionalleaming and to work together to learn how to 

effectively implement them. 

Theoretical Framework 

This research is founded on the premise that collaboration helps teachers to learn 

and that learning is a process of change. This premise can be separated into two 

conceptual models. The first concept is that learning is dependent upon social 

participation. Teacher collaboration allows teachers the opportunity to build on each 

other's knowledge and experience, to engage in dialogue and inquiry, and to develop 

shared understandings and practice (Niesz, 2007). The professional learning that occurs 

as a result of collaboration may enable teachers to develop or to change their teaching 

behaviours, which is a necessary component of professional development if the goal is to 

improve the learning of students (Guskey, 2002). The second model conceptualizes the 

potential for learning as teachers engage in professional development to change their 

practices. I combined the collaborative learning model with a professional development 

model to frame this study in order to investigate how collaborative learning affects the 

ability of teachers to change their behaviours. 

Learning as a Social Construct 

Learning framed within a social construct was conceptualized by Jean Lave and 

Etienne Wenger in their theory of communities of practice. Wenger, McDermott, and 
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Snyder (2002) define a community of practice (COP) as a group "of people who share a 

concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge 

and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis" (p. 4). According to Wenger 

(n.d.), COPs can exist in any organization and in fact exist all around us in our everyday 

lives, at work, at home, at school, and even in our leisure activities. What sets a COP 

apart is the learning that takes place as a result of social interaction. 

Wenger et al. 's (2002) social theory oflearning is founded on three structural 

components: domain, community, and practice. The domain defines the identity ofthe 

community; this identity is bounded by a set of shared issues or concerns. It is this 

common ground, this common set of issues or problems, that establishes the existence of 

the community; without it, the community remains a group of people with similar 

interests but without a focus for growth. The domain is more than sharing an interest; it 

involves commitment on the part of its members to contribute to the advancement of the 

community's knowledge, and it provides the community members with purpose and 

direction for their learning. The domain is like a living organism; it evolves with the 

community. By the same token, a community with a domain that is not relevant to or that 

does not motivate its members will not succeed. 

The second component, community, refers to the relationships among the 

community members. Regular interactions among group members on issues important to 

the domain are essential to developing shared understanding of knowledge and practice. 

The development of relationships and trust among the group members is an integral 

component of the community's growth and allows the participants to learn from one 

another and to build a sense of kinship. The attempt to develop a strong community is not 
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without perils along the way. Part ofthe development of community includes learning to 

deal with diversity among members and using that diversity to strengthen the productivity 

ofthe community (Wenger et aI., 2002). 

The development ofa shared practice is the final component of Wenger et aI.'s 

(2002) COP model. Community members need to pool their own knowledge and 

expertise in order to establish a common foundation. A COP goes beyond a sharing of 

interest; its members work together to create common knowledge, skills, and experiences. 

The goal of the community is to integrate members' existing knowledge with new 

knowledge as the practice of the community evolves. It is this shared practice that 

enables the community members to be effective in their domain. Domain, community, 

and practice together form the foundation of communities of practice, and when they are 

developed in concert with one another, a community is better able to keep up with and 

adapt to change. 

This is not to say that there is not a downside to COPs; in fact, they are not 

infallible. Wenger et al. (2002) caution potential practitioners about the foibles of the 

human element that can cause the downfall of a community of practice. Care must be 

taken to ensure that domain does not become so entrenched within the control of the 

community members that others outside of the community are excluded or that those 

members begin to see themselves as the sole experts of their domain. The power of the 

community itself can be problematic in how community members interact with each 

other and with those outside of the community. The sense of belonging should not be 

exclusive to community members only, nor should it influence the actions of the 

community members. Finally, practice, too, is susceptible to faltering. Communities can 
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become so caught up in the development of their practice that they become narrow

minded in their focus, unwilling or unable to consider alternatives. These shortcomings, 

however, are not insurmountable. Having an understanding of the weaknesses of 

communities of practice will enable the participants of a COP to use those potential 

pitfalls to their own advantage. 

Wenger et al. 's (2002) theory of social learning is directly applicable to a group of 

teachers who work together to inform and to improve their practices. Using the COP 

framework as the foundation for teacher professional development provides an 

opportunity to deepen our understanding of teacher learning in a social setting. Learning 

is not something that happens to us and then ends; instead, learning is something in which 

we actively engage on a regular basis and which is sustainable over time. Collaboration 

has begun to gain widespread acceptance among teachers who are seeking alternative 

methods of professional development (Lefever-Davis, Wilson, Moore, Kent, & Hopkins, 

2003). Little (cited in Schmoker, 2004) states that "school improvement is most surely 

and thoroughly achieved when teachers engage in frequent, continuous and increasingly 

concrete and precise talk about teaching practice" (p. 430). The teachers direct their own 

learning and achieve personal goals through interaction with other teachers. 

An example of COPs in education can be seen in action with the emergence of 

Professional Learning Communities (PLCs). In the Ontario Ministry of Education 

document, Education for All: The Report of the Expert Panel on Literacy and Numeracy 

Instructionfor Students with Special Education Needs, Kindergarten to Grade 6,2005, a 

PLC is defined as "a shared vision for running a school in which everyone can make a 

contribution, and staff are encouraged to collectively undertake activities and reflection in 
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order to constantly improve their students' performance" (p. 53). Richard Dufour, who is 

an acknowledged expert in the field ofPLCs, believes in the power ofPLCs to bring 

about educational reform. PLCs are founded on three principles: a focus on learning as 

opposed to teaching, the importance of teacher collaboration, and a commitment to 

results (Dufour, 2004). When teachers focus on the learning of students instead of on the 

teaching, then they begin to take a closer look at effective practices that will ensure the 

success of all students. What becomes important is the learning of the students, not the 

teaching of the content. In order to achieve whole-school learning, the teachers must 

work as a team to examine, to question, and to improve practice. Commitment to results 

is the component that demonstrates the effectiveness of a PLC. The development of 

common assessments and analysis of data enables teachers to work together to focus on 

the improvement of all students. The appeal of collaborative models such as professional 

learning communities is that they provide teachers with the opportunity to engage in 

prolonged professional dialogue while building a sense of community in a career that is 

known for its isolation, and they allow for a sustained means of professional growth. 

Learning and Change 

Killion (2008b) explains that learning is connected to change and that the desired 

outcomes of professional learning for teachers are changes in knowledge, attitude, skill, 

aspiration, and behaviour, which she coins as KASAB. Changes in these areas for the 

teacher may result in improved student achievement, which is the final intended outcome 

of any professional development. In order to better understand this model, the meanings 

ofthe five types of change must be clarified. Killion explains that knowledge 

encompasses the theoretical information and research in which teachers may gain 
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understanding as well as knowledge that is more practical. Englert and Tarrant (1995) 

add to that definition, distinguishing theoretical knowledge as ways ofthinking and 

practical knowledge as ways of doing. They elaborate that both types of knowledge must 

be addressed and intertwined in order for teachers to be able to make significant and 

lasting changes to their practices. Attitude is an ambiguous term, and in terms of Killion's 

definition, does not reconcile with other definitions. Killion describes attitude as a 

teacher's beliefs about the value of information and strategies. Elsewhere in literature, 

attitude and beliefs are separated and viewed as two different terms. For the purpose of 

this study, I have applied Killion's definition of attitude and have used attitude and 

beliefs interchangeably. The remaining terms are less dubious, and I have continued to 

use Killion's definitions. Skill is ascribed to how the knowledge is applied; aspiration is a 

teacher's motivation to adopt or to engage in a specific strategy; and behaviour refers to 

the consistent application of knowledge and skills learned by a teacher. When change that 

is significant and sustained happens in these five areas, then improvement will occur in 

student achievement. 

All types of change, however, are not equal. Killion (2008a) further categorizes 

knowledge as informational learning or demonstrative learning, skill as operational or 

procedural learning, and attitude and aspiration as transformational learning. 

Informational or demonstrative learning focuses on what the learner knows about, while 

operational or procedural learning is directed at what the learner knows how to do. 

Killion asserts that traditional forms of professional development are often ineffective 

because they concentrate on these forms of learning. Transformational learning, on the 

other hand, focuses on the beliefs and motivation of the leamer, which is more conducive 
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to profound learning and fosters change. Killion defines transformational learning as the 

desired outcome of professional development because it enables teachers to go beyond 

knowledge acquisition and skill to a deepened understanding which allows them to 

change how they teach. 

In this study, participants engaged in a collaborative model oflearning and 

change (see Figure 1) wherein they discussed and developed their assessment and 

evaluation practices. I embedded the KASAB model within a community of practice in 

order to study the types of change that might occur as a result of social interaction. 

Importance of the Study 

As teaching becomes an increasingly demanding and complex job, it is essential 

for teachers to find more effective means of improving their practices. There is no reason 

for any teacher to have to stand alone when there is such richness in the combined 

knowledge of all teachers. Communities of learners provide teachers with a professional 

development model that is time efficient, meaningfully responsive to their needs, and that 

allows them the opportunity to direct their own learning, while at the same time 

promoting a more collegial teaching environment. As a means of professional 

development, this collaborative model may interest school boards as it encourages 

teachers to direct their own professional learning in a cost-efficient manner. Looking 

farther ahead, if this model proves to be successful, faculties of education could begin to 

train preservice teacher candidates to implement collaborative learning groups such as 

teaching circles during their year of study, initiating them into the process before they 

begin their teaching careers. 



This study may have an important impact on teaching practice. If successful, it 

will provide a means by which teachers can develop and maintain their assessment 

literacy as well as their collective practices. It is likely that a change in practice due to 

teachers' improved assessment literacy will eventually lead to greater student 

achievement. Ultimately, if these goals are met, this study may prove the value of 

changing the environment in which teachers work to one that is collaborative. 

Scope and Limitations of the Study 
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In giving teachers the opportunity work together to direct their own learning, the 

potential for collaborative teacher learning is limited only by the expectations of the 

group members. Ultimately, as soon as teachers take control of their own professional 

learning and begin to share their expertise with one another, the collective wealth of 

knowledge will benefit all involved. If successfully implemented into teachers' working 

schedules, collaborative teacher learning models have the potential to reform teachers' 

perceptions regarding their own professional development. 

There were a number of limitations of this study. With respect to the participants, 

one concern was the size and nature of the sample. As the sample was purposeful and 

homogenous, it was narrowly defined; it was not representative of the population. As this 

study involved such a small number of participants, the results were based solely on the 

data from that limited and specialized group. Therefore, one cannot generalize the 

findings from the data gained from these participants. However, despite the specialization 

of this group, this form of collaboration should be easily transferred to a variety of 

different disciplines and grade levels. 
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Figure 1. Professional learning and change embedded with a collaborative learning environment. 

Note. From Assessing Impact: Evaluating Staff Development (p. 38), by J. Killion, 2008. 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin. Copyright 2008 by Sage Publications Inc. Adapted with 
permission. 
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Another limitation lay with the possible inaccuracies of self-reported data of the 

participants (Bol et aI., 1998). In order to minimize this limitation and to encourage 

accurate and honest responses, I assigned pseudonyms to reassure the participants of the 

anonymity of their responses. 

There were also limitations related to the nature of the collaborative learning 

model. Because the bimonthly meetings were collaborative, participants were not 

guaranteed complete anonymity; there is the possibility that some participants might have 

been reluctant to be completely honest and open with their responses. I do believe, 

however, that the existing professional and social relationships among the participants 

and the collegiality that developed allowed the participants to feel secure and that they 

responded honestly. 

As both researcher and participant, there was the possibility that my own biases 

and limitations would have an impact on this study. I took precautions to ensure that the 

results of this study were as credible as possible, employing methods such as 

triangulation of data sources and data collection methods as well as internal and external 

audits in order to limit my biases and to ensure the accuracy of my findings. I was aware 

of my dual role and took care to ensure that there was no confusion on my part between 

the two roles. 

Another potential limitation was that I had previously established relationships 

with the participants of the study, both social and professional, and I had concerns that 

this could first, influence the participants in their decision to take part in this study, 

second, adversely affect those relationships, and third, affect their responses. I put 

precautions in place in order to prevent these situations from occurring. I ensured that 
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none of the participants felt any obligation to participate and allowed them the option to 

withdraw from the study at any point. I was confident in the strength of both our social 

and professional relationships that neither would be adversely affected by participation in 

this study. I reassured the participants that their responses were valid regardless of what 

they might think I wanted to hear. While there was no way to know whether my 

relationship with the participants had an impact on their responses, it does appear that 

they provided truthful responses. 

Generally, the nature of a COP dictates that the community develops on its own 

as the result of a need perceived by the group members and ceases to exist naturally if 

and when the need for that community ends (Wenger et aI., 2002). In this case, the COP 

was contrived for the purposes of this study and had a specific start and end. While a 

variation such as this is not inconceivable, what concerns me in particular is that the 

study and thus the COP ended before the community members achieved their goals. It is 

interesting to note that research undertaken by Butler et al. (2004) supports sustained and 

meaningful shifts in practice even after cessation of the collaborative model. Ultimately, 

however, while the early termination of the COP is a concern for collaborative learning in 

general, it did not have a detrimental impact on the study. 

The framework on which this research is based evolved throughout the course of 

the study. I did not discover Killion's (2008b) KASAB model until after all the data had 

been collected. As a result, there is a mismatch between the initial direction of the study 

and the framework. It is unfortunate that I did not discover the KASAB model earlier in 

the process; more definitive results might have been achieved. As I analyzed the data, I 

was often frustrated that the questions I had asked or the direction that we had followed 
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in our meetings had yielded results that did not completely align with the theoretical 

framework. However, the benefits of adopting Killion's model far outweighed any 

disadvantages. While it is true that the data collection was not designed with the five 

KASAB themes in mind, those themes did emerge naturally from the data, enabling me 

to narrow the focus of the data and thus more effectively interpret the results. 

Organization of the Document 

Chapter Two examines the literature related to this study. The affiliation between 

professional development and educational reform is one that can be traced back to the 

1960s when reform was first ushered in, and yet, professional development has not been a 

successful counterpart of reform. The failings of traditional forms of professional 

development as a means to improve education are well documented. In order to make up 

for these shortcomings, much research now indicates a need to move in the direction of 

collaborative learning. It is through collaborative professional learning that reformists 

hope that change will occur. As demands for accountability and change in education 

continue to grow, there are increased calls for more effective means of improving teacher 

practice, which it is hoped will lead to improved student learning. One area in particular 

that requires immediate attention in order to meet current changes in education is 

teachers' assessment literacy. 

Chapter Three explains the methodology used in this study. A qualitative case 

study approach was taken in order to obtain an in-depth understanding of the 

collaborative learning process. An explanation of the selection of participants, the site of 

the study, and the field procedures is provided so that the reader is cognizant of the 

background of the study. Several data coll~ction methods were used to ensure the 
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richness and depth of description as well as to ensure validity of the results. This chapter 

also outlines the data processing and analysis that I used. Assumptions that were made in 

this study and limitations of the methodology have been acknowledged and explained in 

detail, as have been the procedures that were employed in order to ensure credibility of 

the study. Because human participants were involved in this study, the section on ethical 

considerations outlines the precautions that were taken to protect their rights. This 

chapter concludes with a restatement of the purpose of this study. 

Chapter Four begins with a summary of the purpose of the study and the 

methodology employed. The bulk of the chapter details the findings of the data that were 

collected through the various data collection methods. The results are organized by five 

conceptual themes, and those themes are further subdivided by time so that change over 

time could be tracked. 

Chapter Five summarizes the study and presents a discussion of the results. The 

results indicated some change in the learning of the participants, and while not indicating 

any major change in teachers' practices, were important in indicating factors that need to 

be considered when investing in collaborative teacher learning. The impact of 

collaboration was perceived by participants to be positive, and the opportunity for further 

collaborative learning on the part of the participants was an unexpected result of this 

study. There are a number of implications for practice and theory that emerged and that 

warrant further study. Future research would also help to address the shortcomings and 

subsequent questions that were evidenced in this study. 



CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

Chapter Two reviews literature relevant to this study. The chapter begins by 

defining professional development and briefly discussing its purpose and various 

permutations throughout the years. It continues with a look at the limitations of 

traditional forms of professional development and then addresses the paradigm shift from 

professional deVelopment to professional learning. Professional learning in the form of 

professional learning communities is discussed in greater depth in the next section. The 

relationship between professional learning and educational change is framed by Killion's 

(2008a) indicators of change. The growth oflearning communities is presented, as it is 

offered as a potential resolution to the issues of culture and professional development. 

This chapter concludes with a look at assessment literacy and how learning about 

assessment and evaluation needs to be embedded within a professional learning 

community. 

Professional Development: A Brief Overview 

Professional development in education has been ostensibly designed with the 

intention of providing teachers with opportunities to further their knowledge and skills 

and to implement changes or "improvements" in their teaching practice. Professional 

development was first initiated in the 1960s in response to calls for educational reform 

(pullan, 2007) and since then has continued to be perceived as the remedy for fixing what 

ails in education. Undeniably, definitions of professional development are lofty and full 

of promise for teacher development and educational growth. Fullan (1995) defines 

professional development as "learning how to make a difference through learning how to 

bring about ongoing improvements" (p. 255). Additionally, Butler et al. (2004) define 
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professional development as "the depth and scope of shifts in thinking about teaching as 

linked to shifts in practice" (p. 743). A third definition is offered by Nielsen, Barry, and 

Staab (2008) who state "professional development is a common framework for 

facilitating professional change" (p. 1289). Based on these definitions of professional 

development, one might reasonably expect that professional development should be an 

ongoing and substantive process, a process that looks at the needs of both student and 

teacher and one that constantly evolves in order to improve student learning and 

achievement through improved teacher knowledge and practice. It would appear that the 

essential goal of professional development is to provide teachers with knowledge and 

skills that will enable them to change their practice for the better. A cautionary note 

should be added, however, as Nielsen et al. warn that the impact professional 

deVelopment has on teacher knowledge and practice is not conclusive. 

Traditionally, professional development has focused on the acquisition of 

knowledge by the individual learner, with professional development most often taking the 

fonn of workshops and courses. Less fonnal, yet still perceived as professional 

development are the discussions and sharing of ideas among teacher colleagues (Little, 

1993). More recently, professional development has spawned a wide variety of more 

collaborative learning ventures that focus on learning and growth of the school 

community, not just the individual, such as teacher study groups, coaching, mentoring, 

and lesson study, to name just a few. What has prompted this shift in professional 

development? As the world in which we live has developed into a knowledge-based 

society, with ever-increasing and rapid growth in technology and greater accessibility to 

infonnation, demands on education to keep up with these changes have also increased, 



25 

and along with those demands has been a growing concern that traditional forms of 

professional development are not adequate for meeting the needs of today' s students. In 

fact, a growing collection of literature refutes the significance and value oftraditional 

forms of professional development and identifies their shortcomings in being able to meet 

the needs of today' s teachers and students. 

Limitations of Professional Development 

In recent years, professional development of teachers has been perceived as 

questionable in value (Pullan, 2007; Guskey, 2003), fragmented (Pullan; Wilson & 

Berne, 1999), and inadequate (Borko, 2004). Why is this? By definition alone, 

professional development sounds worthy and ideal because, at the end of the day, the 

purpose of professional development is to improve student learning by providing teachers 

with greater knowledge and skills of subject content and pedagogy. The inherent problem 

is that the definition of professional development does not necessarily represent the 

current reality of teacher professional deVelopment; instead, professional development 

tends to be lost somewhere in a dichotomous entanglement of stagnant tradition and 

educational reform. Traditionally, professional development has consisted ofthe one

size-fits-all workshop, which has been heavily criticized as being ineffective (Garet, 

Porter, Desimone, Birman, & Y oon, 2001; Lieberman & Miller, 1990). As a rule, this 

form of professional development is driven from the top down and consists of one-shot 

sessions often delivered by an outside "expert" or authority (Pullan; Lieberman & Miller) 

and is usually held outside of the instructional day (Garet et al.). The content of the 

workshop itself is often determined by others, not by the teachers themselves, and tends 

to be nothing more than the dissemination of current innovations or fads (Ball & Cohen, 
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1999) or a response to issues that require immediate attention (Grossman et aI., 2001). 

The workshop is designed with the individual learner in mind, and its purpose is to 

deliver content to compliant recipients who are then expected to digest their new 

knowledge and apply it to their own practice without the benefit of support or feedback. 

Even so, one cannot help but wonder in this age of reform, and with increasing pressure 

to improve student achievement, whether professional development that merely increases 

the knowledge base of individual teachers is enough to ensure teachers are able to meet 

the needs of their students. 

While acquisition of knowledge is an integral component of any professional 

development opportunity whose value cannot be argued, the fact that workshops are 

limited to that facet is only one of their shortcomings. One does not need to look very far 

to find a variety of other arguments that have been utilized against the workshop form of 

professional development. One such criticism is the stand-alone nature of the workshop, 

which is not sufficient in depth or duration to sustain change, nor does it allow adequate 

opportunity for follow-up (Full an, 2007; Little, 1993). Teachers are fed a certain amount 

of information on a certain topic and then are expected to go back to their classrooms and 

implement what they have been given, without opportunities for further discussion or 

opportunities to learn from one another in order to improve their practices (Ball, 1996). 

Workshops also tend to be disconnected from practice (Wilson & Berne, 1999) aswell as 

from specific school direction or goals (Fullan), with the content focusing on the topic of 

the day instead of addressing specific needs of teachers or schools. The perception of 

professional development as something that can be done to teachers by others as opposed 



to an opportunity for teachers to direct their own learning is yet another reason why 

professional development is criticized (Hannay, Wideman, & Seller, 2006). 
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Ultimately, the underlying problem with traditional forms of professional 

development is that, for the reasons listed above, these forms of professional 

deVelopment do not facilitate change in teaching practice, and without change there can 

be no improvement to education. Killion (2008a) explains that one of the problems with 

much teacher professional development is that the focus has been on knowledge 

acquisition and skill development instead of on deeper learning and long-lasting change. 

There is a multitude of diverse perspectives on how professional development can be 

improved (Guskey & Huberman, 1995). One possible approach is to reconceptualize the 

paradigm from professional development to professional learning. A shift in this 

orientation is considered by some to be the desired new direction in educational change 

(Full an, 2007; Hannayet aI., 2006). 

The Paradigm Shift from Professional Development to Professional Learning 

In recent years, traditional forms of professional development have been 

perceived to be inadequate in meeting not only teachers' needs but also the ever-changing 

needs of education in general (Full an, 2007). In response, the more comprehensive 

concept of professional learning, with an emphasis on ongoing and sustained learning 

opportunities, has begun to appear in the literature. Ball (1996) states that "the most 

effective professional development model is thought to involve follow-up activities, 

usually in the form of long-term support, coaching in teachers' classrooms, or ongoing 

interactions with colleagues" (p. 501). 
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As is often the case in education, there is widespread ambiguity and 

misunderstanding surrounding the use of the terms professional development and 

professional learning. Killion (2008b) makes a distinction between the two terms; she 

identifies "[professional development as] the process of learning among educators; 

professional learning is the result of professional development and most often occurs 

when educators are effectively engaged in professional work, interaction, and 

development" (p. xv). Easton (2008) and Hannay et al. (2006) assert that development 

implies that teachers are merely the recipients of knowledge that is delivered from the top 

down. While knowledge acquisition is important, it is not enough to adequately prepare 

teachers to keep up with change or to meet the needs of all students in today's 

educational environment. They propose that a solution to this conundrum is for teachers 

to make the conceptual move from being developed to engaging in active learning

learning that is sustained and is relevant to their own professional and classroom needs. 

This reconceptualization reinforces that acquisition of knowledge and skills is not 

sufficient (Hargreaves, 1995); teachers must be able to make changes to their practice by 

creating and sharing knowledge as a means to solve genuine problems (Hannay et al.). 

One focal point that stands out in this reorientation of theoretical conceptions is that the 

learning itself can no longer be an individual venture; instead, an emphasis on 

collaborative learning and sharing and the development of a community of learners must 

form the foundation of professional learning. Such a change in standpoint will require a 

change in the teaching profession, which to this point has often been perceived as an 

isolated and solitary venture. Fullan (2007) emphasizes the need to reculture the teaching 

profession to one that is more open to learning, one that encourages learning and growth 
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of a community of learners, not just the individual learner. Hall and Hord (2006) affirm 

that "collegial learning provides a means for enabling the culture of educational change" 

(p. 30). It must be understood, though, that it will require the reculturing of professional 

learning because as Grossman et al. (2001) point out, "learning from colleagues requires 

both a shift in perspective and the ability to listen to other adults" (p. 973). 

Professional Learning Communities 

Professional Learning Communities (PLC) have come to the forefront as a means 

of addressing the shortcomings of traditional forms of professional development. PLCs 

are seen as a means to developing a school culture that is supportive of teacher growth in 

professionalism and efficacy (Hall & Hord, 2006). With today's emphasis on high-stakes 

testing and an ever-increasing prominence placed on accountability, DuFour and Eaker 

(1998) endorse the implementation of professional learning communities with their 

emphasis on learning as opposed to teaching, the importance of teacher collaboration, and 

a commitment to results. The current emphasis on data and results means that schools 

need to develop a common goal to work together to develop collective capacity, not 

individual capacity. That being the case, it follows that the next logical step in teacher 

professional learning is the implementation ofPLCs because the development of the 

individual is not sufficient to drive whole-school improvement. This is a departure from 

traditional forms of professional development which focused on the development of the 

individual. Professional learning communities can take shape in a variety of 

manifestations: teacher study groups, critical friends groups, mentoring, coaching, lesson 

study, and book clubs, to name a few, but what they all have in common is a focus on the 

creation of a collaborative culture as a means of ensuring positive educational change for 
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both teachers and students. Smylie (1995) identifies teacher collaboration as a condition 

of an optimal learning environment. He believes that ongoing collaborative learning 

allows teachers to share ideas and work together to solve problems and to develop new 

practices. 

Englert and Tarrant (1995) investigated the effectiveness of a PLC as they sought 

to understand the change possible through collaborative teacher learning. They initiated a 

study between teachers and researchers who focused their community learning on the 

development of literacy-related curriculum for primary students with special education 

needs. In the end, Englert and Tarrant found that the learning community was better able 

to sustain long-lasting and profound changes than were the traditional forms of 

professional development. In particular, they found four ways in which the learning 

community differed from more traditional forms of teacher professional development. 

The first difference was the change in roles evidenced by teachers as teachers 

move from being recipients of knowledge to constructors of knowledge. The change in 

roles is essential because teachers need to be able to make decisions about issues that are 

important and relevant to their needs and practices, and the researchers had to allow them 

that autonomy. The second distinction is the importance that diversity among teachers 

brings to the process of constructing knowledge. Despite the potential risk of conflict, it 

is through each teacher's individual knowledge and questions that boundaries are 

expanded and growth and learning are experienced. The third feature is the need to value 

the dialogue among teachers and to allow it to develop in depth and complexity. 

Discourse analysis reveals that, in time, teachers are able to connect theoretical 

knowledge to practical application of that knowledge, thus allowing for better 



31 

understanding and then for deep-rooted change within their practices. The fourth and 

final finding is the realization of the time required in order for change to be able to 

happen. The change that can happen as a result of work in learning communities is a 

long-term process, a process that needs to provide teachers with ample time to construct 

their knowledge and then to apply it to their practice. In their study, Englert and Tarrant 

(1995) were able to identify change in teaching practice that occurs as a result of 

engagement in a PLC. 

Grossman et al. (2001) provide some cautions with respect to building 

professional communities. They worked with a diverse group of teachers who would not 

have voluntarily come together to work collaboratively. Their community was a 

combination of successes and failures. By the end of the study, Grossman et al. came to 

realize that communities work most smoothly when teachers volunteer to participate and 

to work with compatible colleagues. The problem that arises from such a compatible 

grouping is that it is not necessarily an accurate cross-section of the school community; it 

is more of an idealistic community than it is a realistic community. What is missing is the 

diversity of background and beliefs as well as opposing viewpoints. Grossman et al. note 

that learning arises from conflict. It is from diversity that new learning occurs, when 

fundamental beliefs are challenged and people are willing to listen to and change beliefs. 

They identify communities as fragile entities, noting that their community could have 

fallen apart at any number of opportunities. They further caution that the structures for 

ongoing communities for learning do not yet exist in the school environment. Teachers 

are not afforded the time within the working day to engage in professional communities; 

instead, teachers have to meet after school and sometimes away from where they work. If 
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learning communities are to be embraced, appropriate structures for their implementation 

will need to be addressed. Assuming that the structures for learning communities are put 

in place, what impact might they have on educational change? In the next section, I will 

delve more deeply into the concept of change. 

Professional Learning and Change 

In order to examine the effectiveness of a collaborative model of professional 

learning, Khourey-Bowers, Dinko, and Hart (2005) formed study groups composed of 

two different sets of participants: lead teachers and teacher participants. The data were 

collected over a period of2 years. The study addressed all five of Killion's indicators of 

change: knowledge, attitude, skill, aspiration, and behaviour. Khourey-Bowers et al. 

discovered that all participants made significant gains in content knowledge and 

pedagogical skills such as teaching and assessment strategies. Additionally, the 

participants showed a significant positive change in their personal teaching beliefs. 

Teachers spent more time in professional development activities than had been expected, 

and the researchers believed this time allowed teachers the opportunity to examine and to 

change their attitudes and practices. While all participants demonstrated growth and 

change, the researchers found noteworthy differences between lead teachers and nonlead 

teachers, namely with respect to change in aspiration. What they found was that lead 

teachers were more likely than nonlead teachers to accept reform practices and beliefs. 

They attributed this difference in aspiration to the deeper and more prolonged learning 

opportunities that were experienced by the lead teachers, which might have given them a 

greater sense of confidence to initiate change. Change in behaviour was demonstrated in 

two ways. In the second year of the study, change in behaviour was demonstrated by the 
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lead teachers who found that through the use of facilitation strategies, their groups were 

experiencing greater effectiveness in problem solving. Although limited, data on 

classroom observations indicated that teacher use of effective practices was being 

accepted and implemented. In terms of Killion's five indicators of change, all were 

evident in this study, leading the researchers to believe that a collaborative model was an 

effective method of professional learning. 

Nielsen et al. (2008) conducted research for the purposes of exploring teachers' 

perceptions about the change process and how a professional development initiative 

might support change in their own practices. This study examined the perceptions of 

teachers who participated in the Total Literacy Connection (TLC) initiative. The 2-year 

study undertaken by Nielsen et al. involved 41 kindergarten to grade 3 teachers from five 

schools. The TLC initiative established ongoing and sustained professional development 

measures that included literacy coaches and formal collaboration opportunities. By the 

end of the first year, teachers viewed themselves as learners, evidencing change in 

knowledge, attitude, skill, and aspiration. Teacher participants attributed these outcome 

changes to the professional development structures that were put in place by the literacy 

reform initiative. The first of the three structures that supported the teachers in changes in 

knowledge, attitude, and skills was professional development that was job embedded. 

Teachers cited access to instructional role models, namely literacy coaches, as being 

instrumental not only in confirming their already existing practices but also in enabling 

them to see the value of new information and instructional strategies. Teacher modeling 

by literacy coaches also effected change in teachers' attitudes by increasing their 

expectations for student learning as they realized their students' potential. The second 
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structure put in place by the TLC initiative allowed teachers opportunities for focused 

and deep learning of specific concepts, strategies, or practices and access to supporting 

resources. Engagement in professional development that was focused and provided for 

deeper learning allowed teachers to change their attitudes in that they developed the 

efficacy necessary to implement new strategies. The third and final structure that 

supported teacher change and growth was access to resources; accessibility of resources 

(time, materials, and people) was essential to teachers' aspirations, and reflected their 

willingness to persevere despite challenging circumstances. 

After the second year, as a result of the professional development opportunities 

they had experienced, teachers demonstrated consistent change in their teaching 

behaviour. There were two factors that enabled teachers to sustain their changes in 

teaching practice. The first factor was a change from curriculum-centered teaching 

practices to practices that were centered on student development and student needs. As 

teachers' beliefs about instructional practices and student capabilities changed, they 

realized the value of using student data to drive their instructional practices. They no 

longer used curriculum or resources to plan their instruction; as the teachers began to use 

data to focus their planning for student needs, they found that they gained confidence in 

making lasting instructional changes. The second factor essential in enabling teachers to 

maintain change in practice was increased collaboration. Because teachers had changed 

their instructional focus, there was a greater need for sharing with and learning from 

others (Nielsen et aI., 2008). 

It is important to note that the changes made by the teacher participants were not 

easily done. Nielsen et ai. (2008) recognized that the teachers were under a great deal of 
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.external pressure to implement change in their practice and that this pressure was 

stressful for those teachers. However, having the opportunity to learn and to collaborate 

in this initiative with its supporting structures was sufficient to motivate the participants 

to persevere. These changes, however, were evident only at the classroom level; teachers 

did not see themselves as change agents beyond their classrooms. Nielsen et al. believed 

that the reason for their sense oflimited ability to initiate change may be due in part to 

teachers' perceptions of the piecemeal nature of previous professional development 

initiatives as well as lack of control over the direction of their own learning experiences. 

While teachers initially resented the accountability aspects and the external imposition of 

the TLC initiative, by the end of the 2-year study, teachers were able to move beyond 

knowledge and skills acquisition to being able to implement meaningful and sustained 

change in their practice. 

Today's demand for educational change revolves around school systems' 

endeavours to raise expectations and to close the learning gap of students (Pullan, 2007). 

Standardized testing and accountability have become focal points in the current reform 

movement. What has been lacking to this point is an accompanying focus on the 

development of teachers' assessment literacy, which would better enable teachers to deal 

with the demands for change. 

Using Professional Learning to Change Assessment and Evaluation Practices 

Assessment and evaluation are an integral element of educational reform in the 

21 st century, as has been clearly evidenced by the recent emphasis on accountability 

through standardized testing (McNair, Bhargava, Adams, Edgerton, & Kypros, 2003). 

Conversely, it is due to the introduction of standardized testing that alternative 



36 

assessment practices are gaining in popularity (Bol et aI., 1998; McNair et aI.; Mertler, 

2000). Traditional forms of assessment include standardized and close-ended tests, 

whereas alternative forms of assessment include observation, performance-based tests, 

student self-evaluation, and portfolios. Alternative assessment practices, also known as 

authentic assessment practices, measure classroom tasks that mirror real-life activities 

and that have meaning for students outside of the classroom (Bol et aI., 1998); they allow 

teachers to align curriculum and instruction with the needs of students (McNair et a1.). 

Assessment is more than simply grading assignments and tests; it is a process that 

involves the collection and interpretation of information that is then used to inform 

instruction, thus improving student learning (Cizek et aI., 1996). Additionally, assessment 

is essential in determining and in analyzing the strengths and weaknesses of students as 

well as in providing evidence that students are indeed learning what they have been 

taught (McNair et aI.). Assessment becomes ineffective when teachers fail to use it for 

the reasons as stated above (Daniel & King, 1998; McNair et aI.), and instead use 

assessment merely for accountability and reporting purposes (McNair et aI.). Essentially, 

teachers need to implement a variety of assessment practices, both traditional and 

alternative, as a valid means of measurement (Bol et aI.; Cizek et a1.; Daniel & King). 

In this age of accountability and standardized testing, teachers' assessment 

practices must be able to withstand close scrutiny and to demonstrate sound instructional 

principles. Therein lies part of the problem. According to research, teachers' assessment 

literacy is inadequate (Bol et aI, 1998; Cizek et aI., 1996; Daniel & King, 1998; Popham, 

2009). The fact that teachers do not perceive themselves to be assessment literate is 

worrisome. With anywhere from 15%-50% of a classroom teacher's time being spent on 



assessment (Daniel & King), not only is it essential that teachers understand and are 

knowledgeable about sound assessment principles, but they also need to be able to 

accurately and effectively interpret assessment data and to use appropriate assessment 

strategies (Daniel & King). 
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Weare faced with a teaching profession that is not assessment literate. The 

question is how then do teachers develop their assessment literacy? While it may be 

expected that preservice teachers would be introduced to these practices and documents 

in their coursework, it has been found that their assessment training is inadequate (Cizek 

et aI., 1996; Daniel & King, 1998; McNair et aI., 2003). In addition to preservice training, 

many teachers believe that they gained their assessment knowledge on the job (Daniel & 

King; Mertler, 2000). It stands to reason that ifteachers are to be expected to be 

assessment literate, then training and ongoing support are essential (McNair et al.). 

However, a caveat must be added with respect to becoming assessment literate; 

assessment literacy is more than talking the talk. Teachers may be familiar with the 

vocabulary, but that does not mean that they are able to implement appropriate 

assessment strategies effectively (McNair et al.). 

If reform in education accomplishes nothing else, at the very least it should strive 

to develop competence and consistency in teachers' assessment literacy. In the document 

Literacy for Learning: The Report of the Expert Panel on Literacy in Grades 4 to 6 in 

Ontario,2004, the statement is made that common assessment practices should be 

developed school-wide and that teachers should be given opportunities to engage in 

professional dialogue to learn about effective assessment strategies. Assessment is an 

area of teachers' practice that has showcased teachers' isolation (Cizek et aI, 1996). In 
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their study, Cizek et aL discovered that not only do teachers work independently of one 

another when engaged in assessment, but also they are generally unaware of the 

assessment practices of their colleagues and even the assessment policies of their school 

board. Furthermore, teachers implement a variety of assessment strategies, but do so in a 

random fashion, rather than systematically or for the purposes of improving instruction, 

thus weakening the effectiveness of assessment (Cizek et aL; McNair et aI., 2003). As a 

result, Cizek et aL recommend that teachers be provided with the opportunity to 

collaborate on assessment. The following studies demonstrate how collaborative learning 

can have an impact on teachers' assessment literacy. 

Lock and Munby (2000) conducted a study over the course of a school year in 

which they studied a teacher's attempts to implement a new assessment method and the 

role that his beliefs played in preventing him from changing his practice. The researchers 

theorized that a teacher's beliefs influence his or her classroom practice. This one case 

study was part of a larger 4-year research project designed to investigate teachers' 

assessment practices. In this case, the participant was attempting to implement goal 

setting, portfolios, and student-led conferences into his assessment practice. Four themes 

emerged· from this study: teacher beliefs, understanding of the new assessment method, 

contextual factors, and collaboration. The participant's unwillingness to change his 

fundamental beliefs of assessment played a pivotal role in his failure to change his 

practice. His beliefs in teacher-centered assessment practices were so firmly entrenched 

. that he was not able to implement the student-centered activities successfully despite his 

desire to make the change. His lack of understanding ofthe assessment methods also 

contributed to his failure. He did not have the knowledge or skill to replace his long-
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standing practices with the new method of assessment. He faced a number of other 

factors that obstructed his progress such as classroom interruptions, demands on his time, 

and other responsibilities both within and outside the school. The final theme was that of 

collaboration. Initially, the participant viewed the researchers as experts, and he looked to 

them for leadership. The researchers worked diligently to ensure that he began to view 

himself as an equal partner in collaboration. Ultimately, the researchers concluded that it 

is difficult to change long-standing beliefs, even if change is desired. Knowledge and 

skill need to be developed if the change is to be adopted. Other factors in the teacher's 

working environment that may serve as obstacles must also be taken into account. While 

the change was not successful in this case study, the researchers found that collaboration 

did serve to develop shared understandings and to bridge the gap between theory and 

practice. 

In their research that was comprised of three separate studies, Parr, Glasswell, and 

Aikman (2007) set out to discover if developing and using a writing assessment tool 

would aid teachers in their pedagogical content knowledge of writing and writing 

assessment. The first study had a group of participants working with the teani of 

researchers to develop a writing assessment tool. The researchers had designed the 

theoretical framework of a rubric, including a draft of criteria based on curriculum. The 

participants and researchers collaborated to refine the rubric. They then tested the rubric 

against student writing samples. At the end of this study, the researchers wanted to find 

out whatthe participants had learned. The participants spoke highly of the usefulness of 

the rubric. They professed that they had learned more about the assessment of writing; 

they better understood that assessment links teaching, learning, and the curriculum, and 



as a result oftheir participation in this study, they were better able to assess student 

writing. The participants also learned more about the teaching of writing, specifically 

what they needed to do in order to become better teachers of writing. 
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The second study focused on developing teachers' proficiency in using rubrics to 

assess student writing (Parr et aI., 2007). The researchers wanted to know if the teachers 

could use the rubrics efficiently and reliably. A second cadre of participants was selected 

for this study, although there were a few participants who had been involved in the first 

study. Through a number of moderated assessment sessions, the results indicated that the 

participants were able to use the rubrics to assess student writing reliably, meaning that 

the teachers were able to assess student writing with consensus and consistency. In 

addition, this exercise helped the teachers to develop a greater knowledge of assessing 

writing and to plan more effectively for teaching writing. 

The third and final study was undertaken to determine the impact the rubric might 

have on the participants' beliefs and practices. The participants were drawn from those 

participants who had been involved in either the first or the second study. These 

participants were interviewed by the researchers to determine what changes might have 

taken place. There were four key findings that evolved from this study. The first common 

theme was that the teachers had deepened their knowledge of writing. In working with 

the rubrics, the teachers learned about the features and structures of writing and the 

curriculum-referenced criteria for assessment, which enabled them to understand more 

fully the components of effective writing. The second finding was that their greater 

knowledge of rubrics and performance indicators allowed them to know what was 

important in assessment of writing and, ultimately, what was important to teach. The 



41 

participants also found that they had developed a common language that not only helped 

to deepen their understanding, but also helped to provide a focus for their discussions. 

Finally, the participants realized that they had changed their practices; they had clear 

expectations of what to expect from their students, and they felt that their teaching of 

writing had become more explicit (Parr et aI., 2007). 

Summary of the Literature Reviewed 

Collaboration has its place in the culture of teaching if steps are taken to ensure its 

effective implementation while keeping in mind that it is essential to ensure that a 

teacher's individuality is not lost in the group collective (Full an, 1996). There is awealth 

of knowledge held by teachers that would serve the teaching profession well if it could be 

tapped by those very same teachers. Through the development of learning communities, 

teachers can take the opportunity to learn about and improve their teaching practices, 

specifically assessment practices. When teachers have the opportunity to engage in 

dialogue that is specifically about assessment, they begin to examine their practices and 

seek ways to ensure that their assessment is based on sound principles and that learning is 

maximized for all students. By the same token, teachers developing their assessment 

literacy through collaborative learning teams may develop consistency in their 

assessment and evaluation practices, and that can only benefit students. 



CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY AND PROCEDURES 

In this chapter, I have described the methodology used in conducting this 

research. The contents ofthis chapter include a description of the research methodology, 

the selection of participants and sites, instrumentation, field procedures, data collection, 

data analysis, limitations, credibility, and ethical considerations. 

Description of Research Methodology 

I employed a qualitative case study research design to explore the results of a 

group ofteachers who participated in collaborative learning as a means of examining 

their assessment and evaluation practices. I selected an ethnographic design because, as 

Creswell (2005) points out, culture is an integral component of the research, and my 

study was very much shaped by culture. In a case study approach, the researcher wants to 

provide readers with the opportunity to learn about and better understand a particular 

phenomenon. Merriam (1998) defines a case study as "an intensive, holistic description 

and analysis of a single, bounded unit" (p. 193). My intent was to determine the 

effectiveness of a collaborative learning framework on teachers' assessment practices, as 

is characteristic of a case study (Bassey, 1999; Merriam). 

My stance in this research study was researcher participant (Merriam, 1998). My 

initial intent was to begin by facilitating the collaborative learning sessions until the 

participants were willing to take over the role of meeting facilitator, and then I could step 

back and take on more of an observer participant role. Patton (cited in Merriam) 

advocates for a balance between participation and observation in order not only to 

understand the phenomenon from a firsthand experience but also to better explain the 

phenomenon to the readers. In the end, the transfer of facilitator role did not occur, as the 
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participants preferred that I continue to act as facilitator for the duration of the study. 

They felt that their schedules were too busy to allow them to take on the additional 

responsibility of facilitating meetings. Because I wanted to cause as little disruption to 

their working lives as possible, I was quite willing to continue to facilitate the meetings. I 

realized that as researcher, participant, and observer, I had to be aware of my own biases 

about assessment and evaluation and their possible impact on the participants and the 

study, so I took care to keep my influence on the participants to a minimum. It became 

obvious to me early on in the study that the participants had the benefit of more current 

knowledge than I did regarding assessment and evaluation practice; therefore, if 

anything, I found my views of assessment and evaluation being shaped by their 

perceptions instead of the other way around. In order to avoid sharing my views and 

opinions during the meetings, I focused on my role as facilitator, developing facilitation 

skills such as: developing collaborative norms, designing and conducting successful and 

efficient meetings, and developing collaborative groups (Garmston & Wellman, 1999). 

As facilitator, I set meeting agendas based on the direction of the previous meeting and 

the participants' desires. At the conclusion of each meeting, I wrote up the minutes. The 

minutes and agendas were presented to the participants for verification and clarification; 

participants were encouraged to direct me to make corrections or changes as they saw fit. 

I realized that I had been successful in keeping my influence on the participants to a 

minimum when one of the participants, Sam, indicated during her final interview that a 

facilitator's role was multifaceted and complex and did not allow for full engagement in 

the group discussion and that she believed that I had been successful in the role of 

facilitator. She noted that I had not engaged in group discussions, but I had been "the 



person who sits back, listens, observes, and keeps them [the participants] within the 

parameters. " 

Selection of Participants and Sites 
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The participants in this single case study were selected from a school in a small 

community that is part of a large industrial city in Ontario. The school population is 

approximately 600 students, ranging from kindergarten to grade 8. I selected this 

particular school because I knew from prior experience of working at that school and 

with a number ofthe teachers that teachers in this school would be willing to engage in a 

collaborative venture such as this in order to develop their professional practices. I was 

quite aware that my existing relationships with potential participants might be cause for 

conflict. In order to ensure that any prior professional relationship did not exert undue 

pressure on potential participants, I made assurances to this effect in writing through an 

informed consent form as well as orally to each of the potential participants. So that I 

could best understand the tendencies of collaborative learning groups with a specific 

focus, I decided to use a homogenous purposeful sample (Creswell, 2005). I identified a 

number of specific categories required by individual participants in this study. As I 

wanted to examine the assessment and evaluation practices of teachers who taught 

writing at the junior-intermediate division, individuals who met the criteria were invited 

to participate in this study. Because the nature of professional learning communities 

requires a relatively small sample of group members of 5-10, it was my expectation that I 

would be able to recruit a sufficient number of participants. I distributed invitations to 

participate to 10 individuals. I ensured that potential participants did not feel any pressure 

or obligation to participate in the study through the wording of the invitation as well as 
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through oral reassurances. Some invited individuals were unable to participate because of 

other commitments. The final number of teachers who were willing to participate in the 

study was 7. 

I extended invitations to participate in the study to individuals who met the 

criteria outlined below. The invitations were issued in the form ofa Letter of Introduction 

and the Informed Consent Form. Included with the aforementioned forms, I provided 

potential participants with information about the collaborative learning process (see 

Appendix A). I asked potential participants to respond within 1 week, and from the seven 

positive responses that were returned, I established the collaborative learning community. 

One ofthe requirements for participant selection was that the participants teach language, 

and in particular, writing. Five of the participants were core classroom teachers, meaning 

that they taught language (among other subjects). Of the remaining 2 participants, 1 

participant taught French on a rotary basis to students in grades 7-8, with writing being a 

component of her teaching assignment. The final participant was the teacher-librarian, 

who provided support in language to the other language teachers. Years of teaching 

experience ranged from 1 year to more than 30 years. There were 6 female participants 

and 1 male participant. Pseudonyms were assigned to each participant in order to protect 

their identities. Table 1 identifies the characteristics of each participant. 

The research was conducted at two sites. The purpose for choosing these sites was 

to provide a location in which the participants could meet as a collaborative team to 

engage in learning and discussion about assessment and evaluation. The first site was an 

off-school location. I selected a local restaurant as the location in which to conduct our 

meetings. I chose this location to establish a casual atmosphere, one in which the 
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Table 1 

Characteristics of Participants 

Pseudonym Gender Assignment Years of experience 

Alex F Grade 6 10 

Chris M Grade 8 9 

Kelly F Grade 8 I 

Joey F Teacher-librarian 6 

Sam F Core French 30 

Sandy F Grade 4 5 

Terry F Grade 7 17 
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participants would feel comfortable and relaxed. I did not want them to feel that these 

meetings were a continuation of their workdays. This was a location with which the 

participants were familiar, as they often met here after school at the end of the week. I 

had not intended to change sites, but as the study progressed, the participants requested a 

change in location because they did not feel that the restaurant was conducive to their 

work completion. Among the problems they cited with the restaurant location was that it 

was often too noisy, and the table arrangement did not allow the participants to engage in 

dialogue with all other participants, nor did it allow them to spread out their materials and 

work. In the last 2 months of the study, the participants requested to change the location 

to the school. Because they were at the stage of creating their own assessment tool, they 

wanted a location that was quieter, that offered more room to work, and that provided 

them with easy access to their resources. 

Instrumentation 

I employed multiple data collection techniques in order to obtain a variety of 

information for this study. Those techniques included conducting interviews, observing, 

and analyzing documents. In order to understand the case study, I needed breadth and 

depth with respect to the data I collected (Merriam, 1998). I met formally with the 

participants twice a month from January to June to engage in collaborative learning. As a 

participant observer at those meetings, I gathered data through observational fieldnotes 

(see Appendix B) as well as through my own reflections (see Appendix C). Each meeting 

was digitally audiotaped. I reviewed the audiotape after each meeting and scribed a 

summary of the key ideas discussed. At the conclusion of each collaborative meeting, I 

wrote up the minutes (see Appendix D) and presented them to the participants at the next 
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meeting for verification. Participants in the study were asked to complete an assessment 

survey (see Appendix E) and an assessment log (see Appendix F) before, during, and 

after the study in order to monitor and to reflect upon changes to their assessment and 

evaluation practices. At the conclusion of the study, they were asked to complete an 

evaluation ofthe efficacy of teaching circles (see Appendix G). Additionally, the 

perceptions of the participants were studied through semistructured interviews conducted 

prior to the commencement of the study and at the end of the study. I digitally audiotaped 

and transcribed all interviews. Table 2 summarizes the methods of data collection. 

The semistructured interviews were designed to give me, the researcher, insights 

into their perceptions of collaboration in general, their involvement in a structured 

collaborative venture such as a teaching circle, and their perceptions of assessment and 

evaluation. Both interviews were organized into broad categories, each with its own set 

of probing questions. I used a combination of predetermined and open-ended questions so 

that I could capture the participants' unique perceptions (Merriam, 1998). 

Observations are a primary source of data in qualitative research (Merriam, 1998). 

As researcher, I collected a variety of observations. I noted observations as I conducted 

interviews with the participants as well as during the bimonthly collaborative meetings. I 

designed an observation protocol (see Appendix B) to be used as I observed the meetings 

so that my observations would be systematic and more reliable (Merriam). Among the 

elements I observed were engagement of the participants and activities and interactions of 

the participants (Merriam). At times, because of my roles as participant-observer and 

meeting facilitator, I found it difficult to maintain the detachment needed in order to 
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Table 2 

Data Collection Methods 

Data Collection Appendix Frequency Completed by: 
R = Researcher 
P = Participants 

Observational fieldnotes Appendix B Twice per month R 

Observer reflections Appendix C Twice per month R 

Meeting minutes AppendixD Twice per month R 

Assessment survey Appendix E Monthly P 

Assessment log Appendix F Monthly P 

Teaching circle evaluation AppendixG At end of study P 

Initial interview Appendix 0 At end of study R&P 

Final interview AppendixP At end of study R&P 



sustain a continuous flow of observations during the meetings. Most observations were 

recorded after each meeting, although I was fortunate to be able to rely on the digital 

recordings of the meetings. 
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While collection of documents was used to a lesser degree than were interviews 

and observations, I employed some researcher-generated documents. Merriam (1998) 

defines researcher-generated documents as those documents prepared by the researcher 

after the study has begun for the purpose of deeper learning. I used three types of 

documents. At the beginning of the study I asked the participants to complete an 

assessment survey (see Appendix E) in which I asked them to identify the assessment and 

evaluation strategies they commonly used. The second document was an assessment log 

(see Appendix F), maintained and updated once a month by the participants. At the end 

of the study, the participants completed an evaluation of the learning community (see 

Appendix G). The information gathered from these documents was instrumental in 

providing me with greater insight of the perceptions and assessment and evaluation 

practices of the participants. 

Field Procedures 

Two meetings per month, following a learning community approach known as a 

teaching circle (see Appendix H), were initiated in January 2006 and ended in June 2006. 

As is common with professional learning communities, a teaching circle is designed to 

promote discussion, to enhance teaching practice, and to allow for professional 

development (Blackwell, Channell, & Williams, 2001). The reason I selected the 

teaching circle format was that it has a structure and definitive time1ine. For the first 

meeting, I prepared an agenda (see Appendix I) and a general outline for the organization 
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of the subsequent meetings (see Appendix J), in which I incorporated the suggestions and 

revisions of the participants. At the initial meeting, participants were required to define a 

common purpose in the form ofteaching circle goals and objectives for the group (see 

Appendix K) as well as individually (see Appendix L). For the remainder ofthe 

meetings, I prepared agendas and minutes of the previous meetings. 

I maintained regular contact with the participants between meetings via email and 

a website that I created in conjunction with one of the participants in order to address any 

interim questions and to alleviate any potential concerns. Once the website was created, I 

took on the responsibility of maintaining it. The website was created for the purpose of 

storing all documentation and of keeping the participants updated. The participants were 

invited to use the website as a means of information and for finding any of the 

documentation that we discussed or used at the meetings. There was no obligation for the 

participants to visit the website, but they were aware of its existence and purpose. When I 

needed to contact participants between meetings, I most often sent emails or visited them 

in person at the school. In order to ensure that this additional contact was not intrusive, I 

asked permission of the participants to contact them or I contacted them at their requests. 

Interviews were conducted before the collaborative meetings began and once 

again after they had ended. I attempted to be sensitive to the needs and schedules of the 

participants when I conducted the interviews. I arranged for the interviews to happen at a 

time and location of convenience for the participants, and I provided the participants with 

a coffee or tea to put them at ease. The participants were informed of the interview 

process, and I proceeded with the interviews when they were ready. Interview protocols 

were used for the interviews. As each interview was audiotaped, I verified that the digital 



recorder was in working order before beginning the interviews. During and after the 

interviews, I recorded my observations. 

Data Collection 
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Data were collected on an ongoing basis using a variety of methods for the 

duration of the study. Data collection was comprised of the following methods: 

interviews, observation and reflection, documents including assessment surveys and logs, 

and participant feedback. In case studies, multiple methods of data collection are 

generally used to obtain rich and detailed data in order to attain an all-encompassing view 

of the case (Merriam, 1998). 

Observational data were collected through fieldnotes taken during teaching circle 

meetings and from my own reflections on my perceptions of the progress of the teaching 

circle. As my role was both observer and participant, I thought it important to use both 

forms of observation in order to minimize the ambiguity of my dual roles.· I audiotaped 

the teaching circle meetings in order to ensure that I did not miss any important nuances 

of the meetings. At the end of each meeting, I loosely transcribed the tapes and referred 

to those notes when I completed my observation and reflection notes. 

Documents in the forms of assessment surveys and logs that were completed by 

the participants were also used for the purpose of data collection. These documents were 

representative ofthe participants' thoughts and perceptions and were valuable for those 

very same reasons, as the purpose of this qualitative research was to gain understanding 

ofa phenomenon and of people's perceptions ofthat phenomenon (Merriam, 1998). 

Participants were asked to complete the assessment logs monthly so that I could track 

individual development in assessment and evaluation practices. In order to ensure that I 
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was not imposing too greatly on the participants' time, I asked for their input into the 

frequency of completion for the documents, and then I provided them a timeline of due 

dates (see Appendix M). Finally, participants were asked to complete an evaluation ofthe 

efficacy of the teaching circle process at the conclusion of the teaching circle meetings in 

June 2006. 

The final data were collected through individual interviews conducted both prior 

to and at the end of the study. Participants were interviewed twice, which enabled me, as 

researcher, to pinpoint indicators of growth from the beginning of the study to the end. 

Participants were informed of the interview protocol (see Appendix N), which included 

an explanation of the purpose of the interview, the format of the interview, a guarantee of 

confidentiality, a request for participant consent and permission to tape record the 

interview, and appreciation for participation in the interview. As this study was 

qualitative in nature, the interviews were semistructured and conversational in order to 

gain a strong sense of the participants' perceptions and feelings (Merriam, 1998). I 

prepared guiding questions (see Appendices 0 and P) to use for the interviews because I 

wanted to maintain continuity from one respondent to the next and also from one 

interview to the next. In order to ensure that the questions I asked were both clear and 

appropriate, I first field-tested the initial interview guided questions in a mock interview 

with a volunteer and then made modifications based on feedback from that mock 

interview. During the interview, I took some notes, but not to the extent that I was not 

able to focus my attention on building a positive rapport with the individual participants. 

Instead, at the conclusion of the interview I took the time to record reflective notes 
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with a digital recorder, and I transcribed the interviews myself. 

Data Processing and Analysis 
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Data collection and data analysis occurred simultaneously throughout the study as 

is particular to qualitative research designs (Merriam, 1998). The process I followed to 

begin with was the constant comparative method, as outlined in Creswell (2005), where I 

gathered data, performed an initial sorting of data by category, continued to collect more 

data, added more data to existing categories, and created new categories, while moving 

toward a more abstract conceptualization of the data. In my initial analysis, I explored 

and coded the data retrieved from field observations, documents, and interviews by 

looking for similar descriptions. In addition to coding the data, I kept notes on the process 

and on my thoughts, which served as a preliminary form of analysis (Merriam). After the 

initial level of coding, I began a secondary, more in-depth analysis of the already coded 

data. In determining the categories, Merriam suggests the following guidelines: They 

should answer the research question(s), they should include all relevant data, they should 

be exclusive, they should clearly indicate the nature of the data, and they should 

demonstrate the same level of abstraction. After I derived all the categories and placed all 

the data into those categories, I planned to take my analysis to the final level of theory 

development, which would have been instrumental in explaining the meaning of the data. 

This was a recursive stage, one in which I verified and changed findings until a 

substantial theory emerged. It was during this stage that I discovered Killion's KASAB 

model. Upon learning about Killion's (2008a) five types of desired change (knowledge, 

attitude, skill, aspiration, and behaviour) and realizing that those types of change were 
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present in the culture I was studying, I began to use ethnographic analysis from an ernic 

perspective (Merriam). 

Throughout the process of analysis, I used a word processor to organize, manage, 

and explore the data. After initially organizing the data into common themes, I rearranged 

the data into Killion's five themes. Throughout the process of analyzing the data I wrote 

memos as a means of making sense of the data (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

Methodological Assumptions 

There were a number of methodological assumptions related to this study. It was 

an assumption on my part that the data collection methods would adequately address the 

research questions. I assumed that multiple methods of data collection would result in 

accurate and valid results. I made some assumptions with respect to the participants. I 

made an assumption that the participants would be truthful and forthcoming in their 

responses. I assumed that the time frame allocated for the study would be sufficient to 

achieve conclusive results. I also concluded that this was a worthwhile study that would 

contribute to the teaching profession. 

Limitations 

A limitation of the study in general was its lack of generalizability, due to the 

small size and specific nature of the sample I chose to use. In order to minimize this 

problem, I ensured that I provided descriptions that were rich in detail so that future 

researchers would be provided with sufficient data for comparison. The small size of the 

sample prevented equity in gender, which may have caused implications for the study. 

As my role crossed over between observer and participant, I had to ensure that my 

biases regarding assessment and evaluation practices were not evident or did not 



56 

influence the other participants. I was very aware of the possibility that because of the 

informal nature of the meetings and because of my relationships with the participants, I 

might voice my own views during the meetings. In order to minimize this possibility, I 

took care to focus on my responsibilities and skills as facilitator and observer. Taking on 

these roles enabled me to distance myself from the discussion and merely to guide and 

support the group as they forged ahead with their discussions. As it turned out, there was 

actually very little opportunity for me to voice my opinions or to influence the results of 

the study in any way, as the participants tended to lead the discussions themselves. It was 

very easy for me merely to ensure the smooth facilitation of the meetings. 

My prior relationship with many of the participants was a potential cause for 

concern. I attempted to alleviate any conflict in this area through the informed consent 

form as well as through verbal reassurances. There was a possibility, however, that 

despite my precautions, some of the participants may have felt pressured to participate or 

to respond in a certain way, but my own knowledge of the participants reassured me that 

they would have shared any issues of concern. 

The study was limited by the preset timeline and by the length of the study itself. 

It was an artificial timeline that did not allow the participants to complete the goals that 

they had established. According to Wenger et al. (2002), a community of practice 

generally develops as the need arises and ceases to exist as the needs of the community 

are met. Allowing the collaborative community to end naturally upon completion of the 

community's common goal could have allowed for more conclusive results. Despite the 

potential shortcomings of the predetermined timeline, the results of the study are no less 

valid than if the community had come to a natural end. I had assumed that a 6-month time 
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period would be sufficient to investigate the effect of collaboration on teachers' 

assessment and evaluation practices, but in reality, an allocation of a greater length of 

time might have afforded more conclusive results. It is interesting to note, however, as is 

discussed later in this paper, the participants themselves chose to find a way to continue 

with the learning community on their own after the completion of the study. 

Because I adopted Killion's (2008a) model of desired outcomes as my framework 

during the analysis portion of this study, the study was limited by a lack of congruency 

between the interview questions and Killion's model. The focus for the interviews had 

been determined and the interviews carried out before the five types of change were used 

to frame the study. Had I discovered Killion's model sooner in the study, I would have 

ensured alignment between the desired outcomes and the interview questions. Regardless, 

the discrepancy between the model and the interview questions was minimal. My 

decision to adapt my framework allowed me the opportunity to delve deeper into my 

data. 

Establishing Credibility 

Validity and dependability of findings are essential to establishing the credibility 

of a study. The establishment of validity and dependability in a qualitative study needs to 

be handled differently than if the study were quantitative. By its nature, a qualitative 

study provides results in the form of deeper understandings; thus, the results are not as 

easily measurable as those found in quantitative studies. Merriam (1998) states, "validity 

and reliability are concerns that can be approached through careful attention to a study's 

conceptualization and the way in which the data were collected, analyzed, and 
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interpreted, and the way in which the findings are presented" (p. 199). In other words, the 

means of establishing credibility must suit the subjective nature ofthe study. 

Validity of a study concerns the relationship between the findings and their 

relevance to the real world. The difficulty with reality is that everyone has his or her own 

perception of it (Merriam, 1998). Therefore, the researcher must make every effort to 

demonstrate a connection between study findings and an acceptable reality. In this study, 

I employed a variety of strategies in order to demonstrate the validity of my findings. 

Triangulation of multiple sources of data, such as observation notes, reflections, and 

interviews, served to corroborate my findings. Throughout the study, I involved the 

participants in member checks, asking them to verify the data which I had collected and 

the analyses I made. Finally, I attempted to establish validity through numerous 

observations of the teaching circle meetings. 

The results of research in a qualitative study also need to be dependable; based on 

the collected data, the results should be logical (Merriam, 1998). In order to ensure the 

dependability of the results of my study, I used a variety of methods of data collection, 

interviews, observations, and documentation, through which I triangulated my findings. 

So that an audit trail could also be used to verify the results, I maintained a clear and 

detailed record of my data collection and data analysis methods throughout the duration 

of the study. 

One final note concerns the transferability of my research study. Due to the very 

specific nature of the sample I used, it would be very difficult to replicate this study. 

However, I have ensured that I provided ample detailed description so that readers can 

make their own comparisons. 



59 

Ethical Considerations 

In order to undertake this research study, I first had to gain permission from the 

Evidence-Based Education and Services Team within the board where this study took 

place. I completed an application to the Brock University Research Ethics Board (REB) 

and wrote a letter to the director of education indicating what I wanted to do, its 

relevance to education, and potential risks and benefits for the participants and for the 

school board. I submitted the ethics application form and the letter to the research team. 

Once approval was gained from the school board, I sought permission from the Brock 

REB. I submitted a completed application form, including additional documents such as 

letter of invitation, consent form, copies of data gathering instruments, letter of 

appreciation, and letter of approval for research from the school board. When I received a 

letter of clearance (see Appendix Q) from the Brock REB, I began my study. 

Participation in the study was voluntary, and participants had the right to 

withdraw from the study at any time without any fear of penalty. Participants received a 

letter of invitation, a consent form, and an outline of the study 2 weeks before the start of 

the project. Individuals who chose to participate signed and submitted the consent form to 

me. Participants did not receive any monetary gain from participation in this study. They 

may, however, have benefited from professional or personal growth as a result of their 

participation. Upon conclusion of the study, participants received a letter of appreciation 

for their participation in the study. Participants were asked to meet twice a month from 

January to June for hourly meetings. 

To ensure confidentiality, participants were not identified by name in any 

documentation; pseudonyms were used. Participants were apprised of the confidentiality 
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issues through the consent letter. As the principal investigator, I was the only person who 

had access to the data. Written transcripts were labeled using pseudonyms. A master list 

of participants and their pseudonyms was stored in a separate and secure location. At 

completion of the study, all collected data will be destroyed. 

Restatement of Problem 

This qualitative case study was designed to examine how the collaborative 

process could contribute to the development of teachers' assessment and evaluation 

practices. Data were collected over a period of 7 months, using collection methods such 

as interviews, observation, and documentation. Analysis of the data enabled me to make 

conclusions about changes that teachers made as a result of their participation in a 

learning community. Teachers' perceptions ofthe value of collaboration were also 

uncovered. 



CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS 

The purpose of this research was to investigate the changes that might occur in 

teachers' assessment and evaluation practices as they engaged in professional learning 

that was collaborative in nature. Professional learning is most effective when knowledge, 

attitude, skill, aspiration, and behaviour (KASAB) are targeted for change (Killion, 

2008a). The KASAB model is instrumental in demonstrating the process of change and 

the degree to which teachers have made changes as a result of professional development. 

In order to track any change in participants' knowledge, attitude, skill, aspiration, 

and behaviour, data were collected at the beginning and at the end of the study as well as 

throughout the duration of the study. Initial data were collected through semistructured 

interviews and through a questionnaire about current assessment and evaluation practices. 

Ongoing data were collected through notes taken during the 12 teaching circle meetings 

as well as through monthly written participant reflections. Final data were collected 

through semistructured interviews and participant evaluations of the teaching circle 

process. 

Findings 

The findings are presented in terms of the five components of Killion's (2008b) 

model and are presented in the order that they were collected. Killion identifies 

knowledge as "the conceptual understanding of information, theories, principles, and 

research" (p. 19). Attitude is defined as "beliefs about the value of particular information 

or strategies" (p. 19). Skill is recognized as "the ability to use strategies and processes to 

apply knowledge" (p. 19). Aspiration is categorized as the "desires, or internal 

motivation, to engage in a particular practice" (p. 19). Finally, Killion defines behaviour 



as the "consistent application of knowledge and skills" (p. 19). In this study, change in 

participants' learning was tracked through their assessment and evaluation practices as 

well as through their collaboration practices. Change in the participants' learning was 

tracked through data collected in three stages: at the beginning of the study, ongoing 

throughout the study, and at the end of the data collection period. 

Knowledge 
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I first looked at the knowledge that the participants held about assessment and 

evaluation as well as about collaboration. In going through the data that related 

specifically to knowledge, a number of common topics emerged. Two ofthose topics 

were present only in the initial interview but were relevant to setting the stage in 

establishing the existing knowledge ofthe participants. In the initial interview, I asked 

the participants to define assessment and evaluation, and I asked them about their 

knowledge of colleagues' assessment and evaluation practices. Three topics were present 

from the beginning to the end of the study, allowing me to track the progression of 

change in the participants' knowledge. Participants revealed their knowledge about the 

language curriculum, tools that would be used for the purpose of assessment and 

evaluation, and the source of their knowledge development. In the progressive and final 

findings, the source of knowledge development was a result of this collaborative 

experience. These data are presented in the following sections. 

Initial findings. In revealing their understanding about assessment and evaluation, 

all 7 of the participants demonstrated consistency in their knowledge of the differences 

between assessment and evaluation. Each participant identified assessment as ongoing 

throughout a unit of study, with the purpose of assessment to provide feedback to 
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students in order for them to be successful in their learning of the concepts or skills being 

addressed. The 7 participants were unanimous in their identification of evaluation as the 

judgement of a culminating task or a final grade at the completion of a unit of study, 

detennining whether or not students had mastered the knowledge or skills being 

addressed. 

When the participants were asked about their knowledge of colleagues' practices, 

6 ofthe participants knew little about the assessment and evaluation practices of others. 

In many cases, their knowledge of the assessment and evaluation practices of colleagues 

was based on casual conversations or on the assumption that colleagues were following 

school policy. On the other hand, Joey felt that she was knowledgeable about most· 

colleagues' assessment and evaluation practices because she either had collaborated with 

them or she had gained insights through her role as report card administrator. Sandy 

offered a possible reason for this general lack of knowledge when she declared that in the 

past, when she had collaborated with her grade partner, their collaboration did not "have 

anything to do with assessment, it's more the planning of the curriculum." 

Individual knowledge of curriculum was not made clear at the beginning of the 

study by all of the participants, but it was an area that came into sharper focus throughout 

the course ofthe study. Initially, only 3 participants commented on their knowledge of 

the language curriculum. These 3 participants found the language curriculum to be vague 

and nonspecific in comparison to other subject-area curricula and were struggling to 

make sense of it. Joey and Chris were critical of the vagueness of the curriculum, stating 

that teachers had to develop their own program direction as well as criteria in order to 

assess and evaluate writing. Terry's objection concerned the similarity of expectations 



across the grades, and she indicated that "it seems like we keep teaching the same thing 

over and over again to the kids, except we're looking for more depth all the time." 
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With respect to knowledge about assessment and evaluation tools, the participants 

expressed familiarity with a variety of tools, although the degree of knowledge regarding 

these tools was not clarified by the participants. Rubrics were the one tool mentioned by 

all of the participants. Other tools frequently identified were checklists, anecdotal 

comments, and tests and quizzes. Tools less frequently mentioned were use of exemplars, 

conferences, portfolios, peer assessment, and self-assessment. Kelly and Sandy admitted 

to an incomplete knowledge of assessment and evaluation, with Sandy pinpointing lack 

of knowledge of portfolios in particular, and Kelly candidly offering, "1 don't know what 

else 1 could be using." 

The participants gained their knowledge about assessment and evaluation from a 

variety of sources. Five of the participants cited workshops as their primary source of 

knowledge development. Three of the 5 participants found workshops to be a worthwhile 

experience. Sam felt that "by going to them, it gives you a new idea and you think, oh, I 

want to get right back in the room and try it." While Terry had not attended any 

workshops, she did feel that going to a workshop would be helpful to update her 

knowledge about assessment and evaluation. Additionally, several of the participants 

referred to an in-school session on current assessment and evaluation practices that was 

delivered by a board consultant as being very valuable to their knowledge development. 

Individual participants also cited taking an online course, reading, experience as an 

EQAO marker, or experience as a literacy lead as contributing to their knowledge about 

assessment and evaluation. It was interesting to note that only 2 of the participants 
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identified colleagues as a source of knowledge. Even though she identified colleagues as 

a source of knowledge, Sandy explained that this was only a starting point, a way to get 

ideas. She went on to state that if she wanted to learn more about something like 

portfolios, she would have to seek out information on her own. 

Progressive findings. As the study progressed and the participants met on a 

regular basis, knowledge of the language curriculum was an area in which there was a 

great deal of discussion. In the early meetings, Alex, Joey, and Terry reinforced initial 

perceptions that the language curriculum did not provide clear expectations or direction. 

Joey expressed her belief that language expectations were not clear-cut and that was 

something that should be established. By the fourth meeting, Chris and Alex mentioned 

that the curriculum document was being revised and was expected to be completed by the 

next school year. Chris, who had attended board workshops on assessment and 

evaluation, shared his belief that the revised curriculum expectations would be matched 

with specific examples. Later discussions revolved around the revised achievement chart 

categories of knowledge, inquiry, communication, and application. By the eighth 

meeting, the group was in possession of the revised achievement chart, and the 

participants struggled to come to a shared understanding of the definitions of the four 

categories. Thinking was a new category, and the meaning of application had changed. 

Chris pointed out that language conventions would no longer be considered a part of 

application but instead would fall under the category of communication because, in the 

. revised document, application now represented higher order thinking skills. Alex and 

Sandy commented that application would not be possible if a student were not successful 

in the other areas. Before the end of our meetings, several of the participants had either 
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seen a draft of the revised curriculum or had attended a board workshop introducing the 

revised curriculum. The discussion evolved into trying to match specific expectations 

with the achievement chart categories. With the assistance of the board consultant, the 

participants came to realize that curriculum expectations could fall under more than one 

achievement chart category. A new understanding gained by the participants regarding 

the revised curriculum was the similarity of expectations among the grades; overall 

expectations were the same for all grades, and specific expectations were very similar. 

Chris surmised that an expectation may be introduced for a certain grade in the 

curriculum and then mastery might be expected for the next year; he concluded that while 

the expectation itself did not change, greater proficiency was expected. 

With respect to the participants' knowledge of assessment and evaluation tools, it 

was easiest to track change in knowledge about rubrics, which were discussed at every 

meeting. In particular, by the time we met for the ninth time, the depth of knowledge of 

rubrics was evidenced clearly by the language used by the participants. Additionally, 

Alex and Joey mentioned increased knowledge about portfolios, which were discussed at 

two meetings. 

Over the course of the 6-month study, all participants felt that they had gained 

greater knowledge of assessment and evaluation through collaboration. Sam and Terry 

identified their degree of change from a small to moderate extent, whereas the remaining 

participants identified their degree of change from moderate to extensive. All participants 

found the collaboration to be valuable in terms of sharing ideas, engaging in professional 

dialogue about assessment and evaluation strategies, or simply as a means of validating 

what they already knew. 
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Final findings. Six of the participants made references to how their knowledge 

about the language curriculum had changed over the course of the research study. Of the 

6 participants, 5 felt that they had gained a better understanding of the revised language 

curriculum, including the change in language and the similarity of the expectations across 

the grade levels. Chris and Sandy expressed the opinion that their increased knowledge of 

expectations across the grades enabled them to see beyond their grade level. Sandy 

declared that this would help her in "seeing how the things you're doing impact, and you 

start to adjust what expectations are of importance ... you start to sort of see what's 

important for their success, not just this year, but down the road." Kelly, Terry, Sam, and 

Chris highlighted their better understanding of the link between the expectations and the 

achievement chart. Chris commented, "1 continue to expand my own knowledge and 

awareness of linking expectations with knowledge/skills categories in the achievement 

charts." Joey may have summed up the feelings of the rest of the group when she stated, 

"[I've] never known so much about the expectations than through this circle." 

Change in knowledge of assessment and evaluation tools was closely linked to 

knowledge of the revised curriculum for a number of the participants. Several of the 

participants related their knowledge acquisition of rubrics to curriculum expectations. 

Alex, Kelly, Sam, Chris, and Sandy identified the connection between rubric 

development and curriculum-related criteria. Chris stated, "The rubric just forces you to 

look at the curriculum and make sure that it's purposeful, that it's not just a great idea, 

but that it's linked carefully to the curriculum." Sam and Sandy both noted that their 

expanded knowledge of both rubrics and curriculum would enable them to use rubrics for 

broader purposes and that they would be able to use a specific rubric for more than one 



68 

language strand. Sandy said, "I can see now, when you take the time to create a really 

good rubric, that you get so much more out of it than just one mark." In addition to 

development of knowledge of rubrics, Alex mentioned that she had learned about 

portfolios. On the other hand, some participants found it difficult to identify specific 

shifts in knowledge. For Alex, Terry, and Joey, it was not so much a case of gaining new 

knowledge but more a validation of or a reminder of existing knowledge. They felt that 

they had learned more about assessment and evaluation, but they were not able to 

pinpoint specifically what they had learned. Kelly stated that it's "hard to pick out what is 

new learning for me over this year." Joey pointed out, "it wasn't a matter of learning 

anything new as much as it was just picking and choosing and rearranging previous 

knowledge." 

When speaking about knowledge gained through collaboration, several 

participants referred to the opportunity to engage in professional dialogue as being useful 

in instructing their thinking about assessment and evaluation. As Alex questioned, "How 

often do we actually sit down and talk about our teaching?" In particular, Alex, Kelly, 

and Sandy believed that they had gained a better understanding of assessment and 

evaluation through the discussion and sharing of ideas. Sandy stated, "I am more aware 

of using a diverse amount of assessment strategies." Joey expressed an appreciation for 

the knowledge and expertise of others that added to each teacher's knowledge base. 

Attitude 

Attitude not only refers to the beliefs or values that a teacher holds about 

information or strategies; additionally, it may include a teacher's motivation to learn 

more about a particular topic. Not surprisingly, the participants in this study revealed 
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their attitudes to be positive and open. In the initial interview, the participants provided 

data in the following areas: their attitudes concerning their current assessment and 

evaluation practices, the importance of consistency in assessment and evaluation 

practices, assessment versus evaluation, professional learning, value of collaboration, and 

their concerns about collaboration. Concerns about collaboration were pointed out in the 

initial findings only, and the participants' attitudes about assessment versus evaluation 

were not present in the final findings. 

Initial findings. When asked about their current assessment and evaluation 

practices, the participants indicated that they were struggling with aspects of their current 

practices for various reasons. Joey, Chris, and Sandy believed strongly in the value of 

their existing assessment and evaluation practices, although each of them also mentioned 

that there was room for improvement. Joey and Chris stated that their professionalism 

and accountability enabled them to have a certain degree of confidence in how they 

conducted their assessment and evaluation. Joey's concern with her practices was in the 

subjectivity of assessing and evaluating student writing, whereas Chris found that 

assessment and evaluation of student writing was his weakest area, confiding, "I've never 

felt completely confident about my own ability." Sandy, on the other hand, felt quite 

assured in her assessment and evaluation practices, stating that she felt she was getting 

better every year and that she had a better grasp on her practices this year compared to 

last year. Having said that, she also added that writing is difficult to assess because 

"you're always looking for different things" and that she was always looking for more 

guidance in assessment. The remaining 4 participants held less credence in their 

assessment and evaluation practices. Alex did not think that she assessed or evaluated 
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very well, adding that she "would like to assess them more, and help them more." Kelly 

thought that her struggles were a result of her focusing on one area at a time and the 

difficulty she had in assessing and evaluating writing, leading her to the conclusion that 

her assessment and evaluation practices could be improved. While Terry was not able to 

elaborate on her current assessment and evaluation practices, she believed that "they 

could probably be better." Kelly, Joey, and Sam also believed that there were always 

changes happening in the area of assessment and evaluation and that they need to be 

changing their own practices in order to keep up with the new ideas. With respect to the 

specific changes happening within the school board regarding assessment and evaluation 

practices, Chris expressed frustration with the slow pace of these changes because he had 

already implemented these practices when he worked for a different school board. 

When asked about the importance of consistency of assessment and evaluation 

practices across the grade levels, there were varying degrees of consensus. The 

participants found it problematic that teachers did not have congruent assessment and 

evaluation practices. Alex posited that she did not "think it's very helpful in terms of 

helping the kids to move forward." While none of the participants believed that it was 

necessary for teachers to be identical in their use of assessment and evaluation strategies, 

they did see the value in "being on the same page," as was cited by Joey and Sandy. Chris 

and Sandy clarified that teachers should have the freedom to develop their own strategies, 

and Sandy added that "you should do what works best for you." Where all 7 of the 

participants did advocate for congruency was in the establishment of similar expectations 

for assessment and evaluation. Chris pointed out the importance of using the curriculum 

to design assessment and evaluation. This belief is evidenced most clearly in Alex's 
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statement "we need to make sure that we are all assessing them on the same sorts of 

skills, but with progression and continuity so we're building on each other's stuff." Sandy 

complemented Alex's belief with her own, saying, "I think you can raise the bar a little 

higher when you know everyone's expecting the same thing and you're all on the same 

page for what you're expecting." 

The participants had very clear attitudes about assessment and evaluation. All of 

the participants had indicated through their knowledge that assessment provided feedback 

to the students in order for them to improve their work. Sandy believed that assessment 

was more valuable than evaluation because it let students know what they needed to do in 

order to improve their work. Timeliness of feedback was recognized by Alex, Sam, 

Chris, and Sandy as being a critical component if students were to benefit from the 

feedback they received. A concern that Alex, Kelly, and Chris had was the degreeof 

effectiveness of that feedback for students. They felt that students either did not know 

how to use or were not motivated to use the feedback in order to improve their work. 

Chris noted, "They're happy to grade themselves and give themselves a poor grade, but 

they just want it to end there." Terry, Sam, and Chris were aware that reteaching or 

further practice would be necessary if students were not successful after an assessment. In 

addition, 3 of the participants clarified further that assessment was an essential 

component of teaching. Sam stated: 

So you teach, you practice, you teach, you practice, and those are the assessments 

along the way that either tell me where I need to spend more time practicing the 

skill areas that they already know, so we move forward. 



Chris summed up his thoughts on assessment in a more personal way, declaring that 

"assessment has been kind of a feedback for me, teaching ... that's teaching to me; 

assessment is teaching." In terms of evaluation, the participants were not as vocal, but 

some insights were brought forward by Alex and Joey. Joey believed that in addition to 

assessment, evaluation was also important in informing teaching practice because she 

would use the results of the evaluation to plan her next unit of study. Alex saw that the 

summative tasks that were evaluated at the end of a unit of study gave students the 

opportunity to "put all these skills into place." 
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During the initial phase of data collection, discussion about professional learning 

with respect to assessment and evaluation included the participants' beliefs about 

workshops and courses as well as collaboration. Of the participants, 4 of them mentioned 

their beliefs about workshops as a means of professional learning. Alex maintained that 

she found workshops to be useful because she agreed with the information presented. 

Joey stated that she takes out of workshops what she thinks will be useful to her but that 

workshops do not provide teachers with the opportunity for follow-up or reflection. Sam 

found it useful to attend workshops; they gave her new ideas that she wanted to try out, 

although she added that she needed to hear the information more than once to understand 

it. Chris valued attending workshops and learning new ideas or strategies but found it 

difficult to implement any actual change, stating, "You go to a workshop, you hear 

something that is fantastic, and you get back to school and everything is sucked out of 

your brain because you walked in the door and you're right back into what you always 

do." Terry presented yet a different point of view when she declared that she had not 

gone to workshops but that she probably should in order to keep current. 
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The participants also spoke about developing their professional learning through 

collaboration. All 7 participants valued collaboration as a means of increasing their 

professionalleaming. Five of the participants believed that collaboration gave them· 

access to new or different ideas and strategies. Chris confirmed that collaboration is great 

for picking up "things from different teachers." Alex, Joey, and Terry thought that 

collaboration helped teachers to build a better program. Terry's opinion was that "it 

would make your program stronger because some people have certain strengths in certain 

areas." Six of the participants believed that collaboration would help teachers to develop 

consistent assessment and evaluation practices. Joey acknowledged that "collaborative 

planning would require that you're on the same page as the other teachers when you're 

assessing writing, because the standards for writing are so vague." Sam stated, "It does 

help when we talk about it and we see the same things are happening in someone else's 

room." Four of the participants valued using colleagues as a sounding board. Alex 

pointed out, "You might end up with a better program because you've had a chance to 

think it through with somebody else, talk it through, work through teaching strategies, 

assessment strategies." For Sandy, the opportunity to engage in collaboration would lead 

to change in one's practice. This was evident in her statement that "it's much more 

effective if a group of people are doing it together, because I think it would be more of a 

long-term change." Five of the participants cited reduced workload as another positive 

aspect of collaborative planning. Alex shared her thoughts, "It also shares the workload 

so that you can brainstorm, but you can split up what needs to be done and come back to 

the table with your part completed to offer to everybody else." Chris, Joey, and Sam 

found that collaboration enabled them to be reflective of their practices and provided 
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them with validation of existing practices. Sam confirmed, "It might even be to validate 

what you are doing to the other person, so it makes you take a critical look at what you're 

doing." Finally, Terry commented further that "collaboration ... just opens up how you 

do things a lot of the time." 

Despite the significance that the participants placed on collaboration, they also 

raised a few concerns about the value of collaboration. Alex recognized that collaboration 

needed to be a valuable use of time for those involved. She declared that collaboration 

would not be a valuable use of time "if it's not productive ... they've already maybe had 

that experience, and they don't want to waste their time." Kelly, Terry, and Chris 

expressed concern that teachers might feel that they are perceived as inadequate in some 

way by their colleagues. Chris ventured to say, "I think we're fearful of, 'I'm not as good, 

not good enough, and I might not have to offer,' feel a bit embarrassed about what you do 

in your program." Kelly half-jokingly added, "You can't ask too many questions ofthe 

same person, or it will look like you have no idea what you're doing." Fear of unequal 

sharing ofthe workload was identified by Kelly, Terry, and Sandy. These 3 participants 

did not feel that collaboration would be valuable to them if, as Sandy said, "people 

weren't working equally and sharing the workload." Three ofthe participants thought 

that the value of the collaboration would be dependent on those with whom they might be 

collaborating. As Sam clarified, "You can run the risk of going head to head with 

someone's own beliefs and not willing to make any changes." Sandy added, "Maybe the 

two teachers are very, very different, and they would attack things differently, and just 

understanding that, because you would do it one way, doesn't mean the other way is 

incorrect. " 
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Progressive findings. Throughout the course of the study, participants reflected on 

their current assessment and evaluation practices, focusing for the most part on their 

attitudes toward the rubric that the group was developing. Sam reiterated her concern that 

assessment and evaluation should be manageable with respect to time. Sam and Alex 

were hopeful that the assessment tool created by the group would prove to be time 

efficient. Alex had started using rubrics as part of her assessment and evaluation toolkit 

because she believed that they would be less work for her. Four of the participants 

commented that they felt they "were on the right track" with the development of the 

rubric as a means of improving their assessment and evaluation practices. Five of the 

participants indicated that through identification of specific criteria that were in line with 

the curriculum, students would be better informed about expectations. 

Consistency in assessment and evaluation practices really came to the forefront in 

the biweekly meetings. The participants strongly believed in the value of creating a rubric 

for writing that would focus on the development of skills from one grade to the next. The 

value of progression was cited by Alex, Terry, Sam, Chris, and Sandy. One of Terry's 

earlier concerns was that students learned the same skills year after year; she believed 

that through the development of this rubric, students would be able to build upon skills 

from one year to the next. Chris thought that although there would be overlap among the 

grades, there would be different degrees of working with the skills and that the 

expectation would be that students would develop "breadth and depth" within those skill 

areas. Where Joey found value was in being able to differentiate writing skills from one 

grade to next, as she was responsible for working with all grades. Similar to Joey, Alex 

and Kelly thought that they would find it valuable to know what the expectations for 
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different grade levels were so that they could better identify the variety of needs within 

their own classes. Alex thought the benefit of the rubric would be that teachers would be 

able to see what the criteria were for students who needed modifications; this, in turn, 

would help to ensure that she did not teach exactly the same things as another teacher 

with another grade. 

Ongoing discussion about assessment and evaluation continued to focus on 

assessment for the purpose of providing students with feedback in order for them to 

complete a summative task that would then be evaluated. Joey and Chris reinforced the 

importance of providing feedback with formative assessment and that students needed to 

have the opportunity to learn from their work before they were evaluated. Sandy 

connected the rubric with providing feedback to the students, stating that they would need 

. to be clear about the criteria and the levels if the teachers were to expect students to use 

the rubric to improve their writing. Terry, Sam, Joey, and Chris discussed the value of 

student input in assessment; they believed that students needed to be taught how to 

provide feedback to one another and that this was a valuable form of assessment. Alex 

and Sam wondered how many summative tasks would be expected or would be fair to 

expect in order to obtain an evaluative mark. They believed that one summative 

assessment would not be enough and that consideration should be given for the 

possibility of a "bad day." 

Discussion about professional learning as it occurred over the course of the study 

was couched within the framework of the collaborative experience in which the 

participants were engaged. Six of the participants contributed positive opinions on the 

value of collaboration as it related to their professional learning. The value of sharing 
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ideas and resources was put forward by Terry, Sam, and Chris. Alex, Sam, and Chris 

found the opportunity to engage in dialogue to be valuable to their own practices. Sam 

discerned value in "new ideas, new ways to think about things, and validating your own 

personal feeling about assessment and evaluation," while Alex expounded on the 

"discussion element, raising questions to debate are great." Kelly and Alex were in favour 

of the ongoing nature ofthe professional learning, with Kelly stating that it was a "great 

opportunity to have the chance to use new assessment and evaluation strategies and then 

come back to the table to learn more about them and how to use them more effectively." 

Final findings. When asked about their assessment and evaluation practices 

during the final interview, several participants were quick to point out that their 

underlying beliefs had not changed. Four ofthe participants believed that they had either 

reaffirmed their existing beliefs or had broadened those beliefs. The one development 

that Sandy found was that she was more confident in speaking about her assessment and 

evaluation practices to others. Terry, Joey, and Sam were cognizant of the need to keep 

up with change in their assessment and evaluation practices. With respect to their own 

practices, Terry and Sandy felt that they had gained good ideas but were still wondering 

how they could make their own practices more efficient. Sandy summed up her thoughts 

on her assessment and evaluation practices with, "I've learned some things, but 1 still 

have questions about how I'd like to do it better and more efficiently because thafs the 

part that can take you time." Chris and Sam were confident in value of the time spent 

working on the rubric, with Sam declaring, "I think we are going in the right direction." 

At the end of the study, 4 of the participants commented on the value of 

consistency in assessment and evaluation practices. The attitudes of Sandy, Sam, and 
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Kelly were alike in that they believed in the importance of all teachers being on the same 

page. Sam stated, "We don't all have to deliver the message the exact same way, but the 

message has to be the same so that the learning on the other end is the same." Sandy 

maintained, "It was really good also to see that everyone else was questioning the same 

things or wondering if what they are assessing is at the right level, so it was really good 

to see that." Alex focused on the importance of progression, "I actually think that was 

really valuable to find progression through what we're trying to teach, or [ whether] there 

[is] progression or there isn't any progression." 

Discussion involving professional learning at this stage in the study tended to 

focus on professional learning through collaboration, although 1 participant also made a 

reference to professional learning through workshops. All 7 participants believed that 

collaboration was good for professional learning. The sharing of ideas and discussion was 

cited by 6 of the participants as being productive and worthwhile. Sandy's opinion was 

that "probably most things that I've learned since 1 became a teacher and even through 

the courses I've taken haven't been from the teachers but rather just from discussion with 

my peers, and that's where I've learned the most applicable things." Alex thought that it 

"helps you think about things that you might not have thought about, or think in a 

different way." 

One somewhat negative issue that arose from the group meetings was the amount 

of off-topic discussion that occurred during the meetings. Five ofthe participants spoke 

about off-topic discussion, referring to the times when some participants were engaged in 

discussion that was not related to the current discussion. Fortunately, they did not see the 

off-topic discussion as having interfered with their learning; this was best illustrated by 



Sam's tactful comment "with many individual people's input and ideas, the group goal 

periodically got lost in the multitude of thoughts." Terry complained that teachers, as a 

profession, are not good at communicating and said that she would like teachers to 

develop their professional learning by reading professionally. Chris's complaint with 

more traditional forms of professional learning was that "so many of the problems with 

some of the professional development we do is that you walk away with nothing in the 

end except a lot of things to think about." 

79 

The participants were unanimous in their opinions of the value of collaboration; 

the concerns they had about collaboration were the same concerns they had voiced at the 

beginning and throughout the research study. Four ofthe participants cited time 

constraints as an obstacle preventing teachers from engaging in collaboration; Terry 

clarified that part of the problem was that teachers did not have common planning 

periods. Expanding further on that belief, Alex, Terry, and Chris strongly believed that 

collaboration should be built into teachers' timetables. Potential conflict with colleagues 

was identified by 6 of the participants as a detractor to the value of collaboration. Chris 

elucidated, "I don't think every teacher is here for the right reason and is committed and 

dedicated and all those things." Alex added a codicil, "If you're entering a collaborative 

process, you do have to be committed to what you get out of it, even if it's not exactly 

what you would like." Ultimately, however, Alex, Joey, and Sam believed in the 

importance of the collaboration being a valuable use of time for those involved. 

Skill 

It was·difficult to get a clearly articulated picture ofthe assessmentand evaluation 

skills possessed by the 7 participants. During the initial interviews, the participants 



80 

demonstrated varying degrees of skills based on their knowledge of assessment and 

evaluation which included: assessment and evaluation, use of feedback to improve 

student work, professional knowledge of student writing, and what they would do to 

improve their skills in assessment and evaluation. For the 6-month period in which the 

participants met for teaching circle meetings, two domains of skill emerged: the issue of 

assessment and evaluation as it related to the participants' abilities to use time efficiently 

and participants' skills in using specific assessment and evaluation tools. One of the tools 

discussed, portfolios, was brought up because the participants perceived their skills to be 

limited in this approach. The second assessment and evaluation strategy on which the 

participants focused their skill development was rubrics. As development of a rubric was 

the primary goal of the participants, there was a great deal of discussion surrounding this 

topic. At the end ofthe data collection period, discussion about assessment and 

evaluation practices revolved around: assessment and evaluation, tools used, and the 

impact of collaboration on skill development. 

Initial findings. The participants had previously demonstrated their knowledge of 

the differences between assessment and evaluation. While the participants indicated that 

they were trying to move toward implementing ongoing formative assessment followed 

by summative evaluation as part of their practice, they were at different points in 

reaching this goal. Five ofthe participants attested that their assessment and evaluation 

practices leaned more toward summative evaluation without the formative assessment. 

Alex stated that she was aware of the value of using formative assessment but did not 

have time to implement it, and Kelly explained that she was working toward using both 

formative assessment and summative evaluation but that she was not there yet. Joey also 
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indicated that her practices were more summative than formative. Chris was in the 

process of trying to use both formative assessment and summative evaluation, stating, "I 

started to try to put together more, a lot of little pieces of assessment, and then the 

culminating task at the end, to gauge their learning." Sam explained how she blended her 

assessment and evaluation skills: "Once I've done all the different assessments and I 

want to evaluate, then that's when I do my judgement call, based on a child who has a 

learning difficulty, or a child who is just moving along at a regular pace or a child who 

has higher level thinking." The remaining 2 participants had advanced further along the 

continuum. Terry and Sandy revealed that they used formative assessment and 

summative evaluation equally. Regardless of their level of proficiency in implementing 

formative assessment and summative evaluation, Joey, Terry, Chris, and Sam frequently 

used assessment to guide their instruction, and understood the need to reteach a concept if 

the assessment showed a lack of understanding on the part of the students. 

Use of feedback was recognized by most of the participants as being an essential 

component of assessment. However, most of the participants struggled with their ability 

to provide useful feedback to the students. Six of the participants believed that students 

did not find the feedback to be useful and wondered how they could improve their skills 

in this area. Kelly and Alex claimed that students did not value the feedback and that they 

were not willing to make changes to improve their work. Joey and Chris thought that was 

because students did not want to redo their work; they were satisfied with keeping the 

initial assessment mark. Sam thought that the only way that feedback was valuable to 

students was if it was given to them promptly. She found what worked for her was if she 
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gave feedback in the form of suggestions for reflection as opposed to making corrections 

for them. Sandy added that it was difficult to get students to be reflective of their work. 

Professional judgment was an element that seemed to factor into a number of the 

participants' skills. Kelly and Terry, who used rubrics based on specific criteria to mark 

writing, also relied on their opinions of what constituted good writing. Kelly stated that 

she would look at student writing "where I'm going through and marking for errors and 

great things." Terry often marked student writing following a similar format, marking for 

conventions such as spelling, grammar, and use of vocabulary as well as "how well they 

actually bring their thoughts across." Joey described her use of assessment and evaluation 

as being less structured and less traditional than that of other teachers. She preferred not 

to focus on the conventions of writing when assessing or evaluating student writing; 

instead, she declared, "I'm always interested to see how they've taken the information 

that they've gleaned and then reiterated [it] in their own words and rewritten them, and 

how expressive they've been, and how accurate they've been able to express 

themselves." Alex used her experience as an Education Quality and Accountability 

Office (EQAO) test marker to frame her expectations for student writing. 

All the participants listed a wide variety of strategies that they employed as a 

means of assessing and evaluating student writing. When asked to comment on their 

skills in assessment and evaluation, 4 of the 7 participants deemed that there was room 

for improvement in their practices, while 2 other participants, Chris and Sam, were 

satisfied with their current practices but were also willing to learn more strategies. Alex, 

Kelly, Terry, and Sandy conveyed a need for improvement in their assessment and 

evaluation skills. Alex indicated a vague awareness that her assessment and evaluation 
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skills were not exhaustive, stating, "Some of the things I know are good practice I'm not 

doing." Kelly was not sure what she could be doing to improve her assessment and 

evaluation skills, but she expressed a desire to be able to assess student writing more 

effectively. Terry perceived that her assessment and evaluation practices could be better, 

without explaining specifically how, but also stated that she would be willing to make 

changes if she learned new strategies. Sandy was specific with her skill development 

plan, noting that she would like to learn how to use portfolios and self-assessment more 

effectively. Additionally, Alex, Terry, and Sandy wanted to develop better skills in the 

management of assessment and evaluation in order to use their time more competently. 

Progressive findings. Participants' assessment and evaluation skills, as a focus for 

discussion, appeared briefly during the teaching circle sessions. For a portion of the third 

meeting, the topic of discussion was time management, with the participants wondering 

how assessment and evaluation could be handled more efficiently. Terry, Chris, Sandy, 

and Sam agreed that it was not necessary to mark all writing that students completed. 

Sandy added that she preferred to at least look over all the writing that her students 

completed so that she could assess their comprehension of the task. sain interjected that 

in between formative assessment and summative evaluation, she provided students with 

comments and suggestions, and then the students were required to resubmit their work for 

summative evaluation. She added that she found this to be very time-consuming. Chris 

further commented that it would take too long ifhe was to look at everything that 

students wrote, so he looked for specific criteria. This conversation carried· over into the 

fourth meeting, where Alex observed that in order for her to be able to provide students 

with frequent feedback, perhaps not marking all students' writing would be the answer. 
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Chris reiterated that by looking for specific criteria in a piece of writing, he would be able 

to give feedback based on just select criteria, not on the entire piece of writing. 

Assessment and evaluation tools that were addressed during the teaching circle 

sessions included portfolios and rubrics. Portfolios were brought up to address questions 

the participants had about their use. This topic was broached during the first meeting and 

then again during the sixth meeting. During the first teaching circle session, 

implementation of portfolios as an assessment and evaluation tool was suggested as the 

group goal. Sandy suggested that the group could develop common criteria for the 

assessment of the writing that would be kept in the portfolios and that the portfolios 

would move with students to the next grade. Alex thought that this could be a useful tool 

to develop; Sam agreed, but raised a concern that portfolios had been used previously and 

subsequently abandoned. Discussion then proceeded to revolve around the purpose ofthe 

portfolios, whether the portfolios would be showcases for student work or an assessment 

tool. Chris added that he thought that the portfolio could be used as a framework for 

student writing for the year. Taking Chris's thought one step further, Alex proposed that 

portfolios could be used to make writing assessments more valuable to the students. 

Sandy added to this premise, stating that the writing pieces could be taken directly from 

the board's literacy guidelines. There was more discussion about the purpose of the 

portfolio, perpetuated by Alex, Chris, and Joey. This initial conversation on portfolios 

ended when Chris and Sandy realized that development of portfolios as an assessment 

and evaluation tool might be beyond the scope of this group. 

Portfolios reappeared as a topic for discussion during teaching circle sessions 6 

and 7. The session 6 discussion about portfolios was brief; it was primarily a reiteration 
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of the first discussion in which the participants focused on the purpose of the portfolio. 

Chris submitted the idea that the writing samples in portfolios could be used on an 

ongoing basis throughout the school year. General consensus among the participants was 

that portfolios would be best served if representative of student writing abilities. Alex 

was interested to find out how to implement portfolios in her classroom. I ended this 

meeting's conversation by stating that I would research portfolios and bring back 

information for the participants for the next meeting. At the next juncture, the discussion 

was more of a sharing of information about portfolios as I presented a brief summary of 

portfolios in the form of a handout. Part of the information provided to the participants 

was how to implement portfolios in the classroom and the importance of establishing 

student ownership in assessment of the contents of the portfolios. Alex likened the use of 

a portfolio to writer's workshop, where students are immersed in writing and some pieces 

of writing are taken through to completion and some are not. Alex and Sam expressed 

concern that students would need to "buy into" the value of the portfolio or it would not 

be a successful tool. The conversation on portfolios ended with a brief discussion about 

lack of time being an obstacle to implementing portfolios. 

Rubric development formed the bulk of discussion during the 12 teaching circle 

sessions. Because so much time was spent on talking about and developing rubrics, I 

have categorized the discussions in the following manner: criteria, narrative rubric, and 

validity of the rubric. Meetings 2 through 6 focused on the development of criteria for the 

rubric. It was during the second meeting that Joey, Alex, Sandy, and Sam indicated that 

they often developed criteria for rubrics on their own and that there was a lack of 

consistency in rubric criteria within their own classrooms as well as across the grade 
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levels. During the third meeting, the participants took a closer look at three sample 

rubrics I had sent to them prior to the meeting. The criteria in the rubric had been derived 

from the board's literacy guidelines. Sam had had the opportunity to use one of the 

rubrics, and she had found it to be satisfactory. She was pleased that she did not have to 

change any of the criteria. Alex suggested that she would like to see a list of next steps or 

suggestions added to the rubric so that she could highlight relevant items. In the fourth 

meeting Sam continued to share her experimentation ofthe rubric with the rest of the 

group. This time around, she modified specific criteria to suit her own classroom needs 

but tried to follow the sample rubric as closely as possible. She also discovered that even 

though the rubric was initially designed for writing, she was able to use it for oral and 

visual communication as well. One question that arose during this discussion was the 

ambiguity of the curriculum expectations; Joey and Alex were concerned that specific 

grade expectations were not clear. Chris and Alex informed the group that the language 

curriculum was in the process of being revised and that the revised curriculum would 

have grade-specific expectations. At the fifth meeting, Sandy suggested that instead of 

developing one base rubric to address all grades and writing genres, the group should 

develop rubrics to go with specific grades and specific writing genres. It was decided that 

the group would work from the sample rubric and modify it to meet specific genre 

expectations. By meeting 6, discourse about criteria narrowed in on differentiation across 

the grades. Alex pointed out that, as teachers, they trusted that they were helping students 

to progress in knowledge and skills from one grade to the next; she wondered ifthat was 

being accomplished. From this point, Joey, Sandy, and Alex discussed the importance of 

specifying writing expectations for each grade. Joey added that this knowledge would be 
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important for teachers switching grades as well as for students to know what was 

.expected in their writing. Sandy brought out her version of the sample rubric that she had 

modified for use in her classroom, and the group agreed to use it as a starting point. 

Sandy had used her professional judgement, based on observation, to determine specific 

criteria for the grade level she taught. Looking ahead, Joey and Sandy predicted that the 

group could end up with a set of grade-specific rubrics that could be accessible to 

teachers of all grades, who could use different rubrics for students who were not 

performing at grade level. A decision was made by the group at the end of the meeting to 

focus on developing a rubric for narrative writing. 

Sessions 6 through 11 specifically addressed the narrative rubric. Once the 

participants had decided to focus on narrative writing in session 6, the question arose of 

how to differentiate between a grade 4 narrative writing and a grade 8 narrative writing. 

Alex thought that the difference might be in the complexity ofthe writing. Joey 

suggested that it might be beneficial to use the First Steps Writing Developmental 

Continuum, as it provided indicators for all stages of writing. During meeting 7, time was 

spent looking at a generic narrative rubric and the developmental continuum. Within the 

FirstSteps® resource, there was continuum that was specific to narrative writing entitled 

Narrative Indicators. The narrative indicators identified narrative writing skills through 4 

stages of writing proficiency: beginning, developing, consolidating, and extending. The 

participants discussed how to connect the narrative indicators with the language 

curriculum. Alex and Sam thought that they should select specific criteria from the 

curriculum to target. Alex raised the concern that there were no specific criteria for 

genres of writing that differentiated one grade from another. Kelly and Sandy suggested 
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starting with a generic rubric and modifying it to make it applicable to narrative writing, 

and then the participants could decide which criteria would be appropriate for each grade. 

Sam indicated that in her experience, she expected grade 8 students to be able to write 

with more complexity and sophistication than younger students would be able to do. At 

the eighth meeting, after having examined the narrative indicators, the participants 

determined that students in any given grade could be at a variety of developmental stages. 

Joey suggested that the participants had to move away from the idea that all grade 6 

students must be at the grade 6 level; she did not feel that this was realistic. The 

participants decided to begin with the development of a grade 4 narrative writing rubric. 

They concluded that if they started with grade 4 criteria, they could build upon the 

progression and complexity for the remaining grades. We spent some time talking about 

the organization of the rubric, what the specific headings for the criteria should be. Chris 

and Sam suggested that we start with the achievement chart headings, followed by 

curriculum expectations and then specific indicators. The participants wondered if the 

expectations could be matched to the achievement chart categories. A fair amount of time 

was spent debating the specificity of the criteria to be used and under which headings 

they should be placed. Alex and Chris determined that in trying to fit all the criteria under 

specific achievement chart categories, we were making our task unnecessarily 

complicated. In the meantime, Sandy had been working on the grade 4 rubric, using the 

curriculum expectations and narrative indicators, trying to match them with the 

achievement chart categories. Sandy explained that she had not focused too much on the 

genre of writing, and therefore the remaining rubrics would not be that different from one 

another. We decided that the next step would be to work on the grade 5 rubric, building 
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upon the newly created grade 4 rubric. At the ninth meeting, the participants broke off 

into paired groupings to work on the remaining rubrics, with the idea that once all rubrics 

were created, the group could look at and modify them together. Before moving off into 

the groups, there was some whole-group discussion. Chris suggested that the group 

needed to decide on whether or not to use qualifying words to distinguish the criteria 

from one grade to the next. There was also discussion about using criteria specific to the 

narrative genre of writing and how that would change from one grade to the next. Alex 

thought that the differentiation should be noted in the complexity of the writing, that it 

would be too much to include that level of detail in the rubric. Chris and Alex thought 

that repetition of criteria across the grades would be appropriate because teachers would 

look for greater proficiency of those criteria in progressive grades. By the 10th meeting, 

first drafts of all the rubrics had been created, and the group met to compare the rubrics 

and make modifications to ensure that the rubrics were in line with one another. Most of 

this discussion revolved around the participants trying to clarify the definitions ofthe 

achievement chart categories; there was a great deal of uncertainty regarding how to align 

the criteria with the categories. Present at the 11 th meeting was a consultant from the 

board. One thing we were able to do with the assistance of the consultant was to clarify 

the definitions of the achievement chart categories. As a result, we talked about 

rearranging criteria so that it fit the revised definitions of the achievement chart 

categories more effectively. The consultant suggested that we look at expectations 

holistically; some were more complex than others, and so she thought we might want to 

cluster them. We came to the realization at this meeting that our rubrics did not match the 

revised language curriculum, which we now had access to in draft form. This caused 
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some consternation, and some of the participants began to wonder if we should continue 

with wh~t we had or instead just create one generic rubric. Joey thought that time we had 

invested in going through the First Steps Writing Developmental Continuum was still 

valuable and that we should take the specific criteria that we had gathered from that 

resource and put them in the appropriate categories in the rubrics. She added that because 

we had spent so much time looking at the developmental stages of writing, we should be 

able to identify what students would be able to do at each grade level. We met later that 

same day to conclude our work on the rubrics. We decided to break into groups again to 

look closely at the five rubrics to verify that the criteria were in the appropriate 

categories. We realized that the rubrics were not going to be completed at this point. It 

was decided that we would leave the rubrics as they were and, if possible, revisit them in 

the fall. 

The validity of the rubric was briefly raised in meetings 6 and 7 and addressed 

again in greater detail during meeting 11. Sam brought up the issue of validity of the 

rubric during meeting 6; she thought the group should ensure that the rubric was 

legitimate. Validity was again addressed in meeting 7. A suggestion that a secondary 

school teacher could check over the completed rubric for validity was discounted by 

Alex, who pointed out that a, secondary school teacher might not be aware of the 

developmental stages of elementary students. With the addition of the board consultant at 

the 11 th meeting, we ended up addressing the issue of validity in greater depth. We were 

able to draw upon her expertise to corroborate the work we had done to this point on the 

rubric. She also had attended several meetings with the Ministry of Education and so was 

well versed in the intricacies of the revised curriculum. Part of this final meeting was 
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spent with the consultant clarifying questions about the curriculum. The consultant was 

enthused with what the group had created; she thought that what we had done was 

impressive because we could show differences from one grade to the next. She 

confirmed, as some of the participants had previously indicated, that it was the 

complexity of the writing that would change, rather than the curriculum expectations. She 

further confirmed that she thought that we were on the right track with the rubric and that 

now we needed only to revisit and make sure that all of the criteria were in the 

appropriate categories. She cautioned us that assessment was too complex to make it into 

a formula and that it was important that we used our own professional judgement, 

provided that it was framed by professional knowledge. 

Final findings. While 1 did not specifically ask the participants abouttheir 

progress in formative- and summative-based assessment and evaluation, the change in 

their use of assessment and evaluation was evidenced by 5 of them who volunteered 

information on how their perceptions of formative assessment and summative evaluation 

had changed. Alex saw assessment as a way for students to become engaged in the 

assessment and evaluation process and that on the heels of assessment opportunities for 

lesser tasks, summative evaluation of a culminating task really would be a true measure 

of what the students had learned. Terry, who had initially used formative assessment and 

summative evaluation equally, indicated that her stance had changed somewhat: "I do 

formative things, but they don't count for as much. I look more at a summative result at 

the end." She then qualified this statement by saying that she was having difficulty in 

keeping up with the ongoing assessment: "I can't figure out a way to do it efficiently." 

Sam demonstrated her awareness of the importance of the ongoing assessment because of 
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the all-encompassing nature of the summative task. Sandy's awareness focused on 

assessment. She had always understood that the summative evaluation was the big piece 

at the end, but she had come to the realization of how important assessment was to 

helping students to improve. 

Evidence of skill development in terms of assessment and evaluation tools was, 

for the most part, vague. Alex learned how to use portfolios, although she clarified her 

knowledge by stating, "Part of it is that you know this in your head, but do you do it?" To 

Alex, it was more a matter of being reminded of what she already knew than having 

learned more about how to apply new strategies. Kelly, who had originally declared that 

she did not know what she did not know, specifically mentioned learning about and using 

a wider variety of strategies to assess and evaluate. Terry could not isolate what specific 

skills she had developed; they were already a part of her practice. Joey thought she had 

merely rearranged what she had already known. Joey identified that having abetter 

understanding the curriculum enabled her to mesh the curriculum with the writing skills 

of students at differing stages. Sandy thought she had honed her assessment skills, 

especially with respect to conferencing and self-evaluation. 

All 7 participants were confident that they had developed their skills with respect 

to creating and to using rubrics. Kelly, Chris, and Sandy found that their skills in the 

creation of rubrics had improved, discounting their own previous efforts as being 

haphazard and baseless. Six participants credited their enhanced knowledge of the revised 

Ontario Language Curriculum and the First Steps Writing Developmental Continuum 

with enabling them to develop a rubric that was based on sound principles. Chris, Sam, 

Sandy, and Kelly confirmed that they used their knowledge of the curriculum to 
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detennine criteria and achievement levels, while Joey and Alex used their knowledge 

about different stages of writing. Joey confinned her development, proclaiming that she 

had come "to a concrete understanding of what is expected of a child, in writing, at a 

certain age." Alex, Kelly, Joey, and Sandy thought they were better able to meet the 

needs of all their students because they could see what skills the students needed to 

improve and could help them to make progress toward achieving these skills. Sandy 

spoke for all of them when she said, "As you're creating these rubrics, you're seeing the 

connections from [grades] 4 to 8, so you're seeing how the things you do impact, and you 

start to adjust what expectations are of importance." Alex added, "I think those rubrics, if 

nothing else, will help [outline the skills] so I know what they're teaching in grade 4, so 

hopefully in grade 6 [the targeted skills] become clear." 

Two unintentional, but fortuitous outcomes arose from the participants' rubric

building experience. First, Alex, Sam, Chris, and Sandy found that they were able to 

create a rubric that had gone from evaluating one strand in language to evaluating 

multiple strands and that even included other subject areas, which they noticed served 

them better in the long run. Sam justified the reasoning for this approach: "When you are 

taking all the time to do a project, you need to be sure you get marks in as many different 

areas as possible because it's a long process to correct a written summative." Alex 

indicated the benefit to creating an all-encompassing rubric: "It just made me think that 

it's nice to be able to teach them things in part of a bigger context ... it just had so many 

different applications." The second unexpected outcome, detected by Sandy and Chris, 

was that they were able to create an assessment tool that matched the task. 



94 

Four of the participants were convinced that collaboration had an impact on their 

skill development. Alex pointed out that "talking about it is making me think about it 

more, which I think is good." Chris found collaboration helpful to reaffirm or disavow his 

existing skills. Sandy credited the collaborative process with giving her "very applicable 

skills for creating rubrics." Joey thought that having the input of a variety of different

grade teachers helped to save time while developing the rubric because those teachers 

were able to share their expertise regarding what reasonably could be expected at each 

grade level. 

Aspiration 

It was interesting to note that in terms of aspiration, there was relatively little 

consistency in the participants' motivations or intents from the beginning to the end of 

the study. In the initial interview, when identifying their aspirations regarding their 

assessment and evaluation practices, the participants had responses in the following two 

categories: willingness to change assessment and evaluation practices and how they 

would change their assessment and evaluation practices. Participants also identified 

specific goals for themselves surrounding their assessment and evaluation practices. 

Within the context of their desire to collaborate with colleagues, all 7 participants were 

very enthusiastic about collaboration and had high expectations of what they hoped to 

gain from this collaborative experience. Ongoing aspirations of the participants were 

noted primarily through monthly written reflections, and to a lesser extent, from notes 

taken from the teaching circle meetings. Aspirations at this stage of the study included a 

group goal, specific individual goals, individual intentions about implementing newly 

acquired assessment and evaluation knowledge and skills, and the impact that the 



teaching circle process had on their aspirations. Based on discussions that arose at the 

monthly teaching circle meetings, the participants were motivated to make changes to 

their assessment and evaluation practices and expressed their intent with regards to the 

use of the group-created rubric. As for intent regarding collaboration, participants 

indicated why they were motivated to engage in this collaborative experience and in 

future intentions to collaborate. 

95 

Initial findings. To varying degrees, all 7 participants were willing to make 

changes to their assessment and evaluation practices. Kelly, Joey, Sam, and Sandy were 

unconditional in their desire to learn about and potentially adopt new strategies. Sandy's 

response was reflective of all 4 responses when she declared, "Oh, I'm willing. Ready, 

willing, and able." Joey added, "I'm always game to try something new and change," 

while Kelly fired off, "Update away, that's great." Sam added her thought "I think that 

there's always room for change." Alex, Terry, and Chris were slightly more cautious with 

their responses, as Terry stated her willingness to make changes with the caveat that 

opportunities to learn were provided during the school day. Alex was willing to make 

changes to her assessment and evaluation practices with the following provision: "I am 

very willing to change them to something 1 see as either an improvement on what I'm 

already doing or valuable to how the students will learn." Chris declared thatifhe were 

exposed to someone else's ideas and they looked good or interesting, then he would be 

willing to give them a try. 

The participants varied considerably in what they would be motivated to change 

in their assessment and evaluation practices. Three of the participants were desirous of 

making general changes to their practices. Joey's response was the most generic of all the 
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participants. Without identifying any specific changes that she would like to make to her 

assessment and evaluation practices, she intended simply to make changes as she saw fit. 

Sandy was looking forward to getting "more ideas on ways of doing it, so that I'm not 

just using the same thing over and over." Chris found his assessment and evaluation 

practices to be the weakest area of his teaching and was just hoping to find some help to 

"tool" his practice. Alex and Terry hoped to make better use of formative assessment 

practices. Terry was thinking about implementing student conferencing, and Alex wanted 

to incorporate formative assessment more often so that she would be able to help her 

students more. She also believed that if she were more explicit in teaching writing, then 

students would be better able to learn and improve their writing based on feedback. In 

looking closely at their assessment and evaluation practices, Sam, Sandy, and Kelly 

wished to improve the management of their assessment and evaluation practices. All 3 

participants expressed a desire to improve the timeliness of their practices. In reference to 

the marking workload, Sandy said that "it can get to be quite a bit, so lthink looking at 

more efficient ways of managing it. I would be looking for ideas there." Sam added that 

because ofthe time involved in assessing and evaluating student work, she would like to 

be able to get students' work back to them in a reasonable amount oftime while still 

taking care to give the students fair and accurate feedback. Further to the issue of 

timeliness, Kelly wanted to be more effective in changing students' writing while also 

developing more confidence in her own professional judgement of student writing. 

All 7 participants eagerly looked forward to collaborating with colleagues, with 5 

participants viewing collaboration as a means of improving their practices. Alex saw the 

value in being able to "see different things, think about different ideas, see how other 
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people would do it." Terry felt that having the opportunity to see others' viewpoints 

would be beneficial to making teachers' practices more visible and accessible, and that in 

tum would improve teaching. To Sam, the sharing of ideas between newer teachers and 

more experienced teachers provided a balance between the ideas and enthusiasm of youth 

and the knowledge of experience. Chris strongly believed that collaboration should be 

part of a teacher's professional practice because it would make a teacher's life easier. 

Sandy's opinion was that teachers' practices would improve as teachers learned from one 

another and worked together to set collective goals for improvement; she believed that a 

group effort would be more effective and might lead to a long-term change. 

The 7 participants had high hopes and expectations for what they hoped to gain 

from the collaborative experience. Joey anticipated, "It's great, it's lots of fun, it's 

invigorating, it reinforces your beliefs as a teacher, and it allows you to grow, I think in 

all sorts of different ways." Along the same line, Sam thought, "I think people will come 

away recharged with new ideas and possibilities." In addition to learning more about 

assessment and evaluation strategies, Alex was looking forward to having the opportunity 

to engage in discussion and debates with colleagues "about professional issues relating to 

assessment as well as gain good practice" and generally be able to talk about assessment 

philosophy as opposed to problem solving. Terry was more pragmatic, expressing a 

desire to "cut to the meat of things." She wanted to improve the efficacy of her 

assessment and evaluation practices by not reinventing what was already available and 

learning to manage her existing practices more effectively. Similarly, Kelly expressed a 

desire to develop her skills in assessment and evaluation, primarily to "have somemore 

options and just be able to be assessing accurately." Sandy looked forward to being able 
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to reflect on her existing practices: "At first I'll start to question am I doing this right, do 

I really have the right idea of what I'm supposed to do, and then, learning more about 

other ways to do things, and then also realizing what I am doing right, and then what I 

can do differently." Chris brought in the sense of obligation and commitment that he 

would feel as part of a collaborative group, that he would make the decision that this was 

something to which he was willing to devote time and therefore it was important to do. 

When specifically asked how the collaborative process might impact their 

assessment and evaluation practices, the 7 participants provided a variety of responses 

about what they hoped to gain from the collaborative experience. Six of the participants 

expected to benefit from the knowledge of their colleagues. Alex and Chris referred to 

the knowledge of others in the group in terms of what they might have to offer and their 

hopes that they could gain greater insight into their own assessment and evaluation 

practices. Terry believed that "it would make your program stronger because some 

people have certain strengths in certain areas, so you would be able to get something 

maybe good from them, and you could share things that have worked well for you." As a 

relatively new teacher, Kelly felt that she stood to learn a great deal from the others in the 

group and expected that she would learn more than she would be able to offer. Joey and 

Sam felt that the sharing of knowledge could generate only more ideas. 

Kelly, Alex, and Sandy were optimistic that through collaboration teachers' 

assessment and evaluation practices would become more congruent. Kelly hoped that 

"we'll be more on the same page with what we're doing, which could tum out to be 

useful." Alex added that she would like to see a building of skills from one grade to the 

next so that students in different grades would be completing tasks that matched their 
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curriculum expectations. Sandy believed that having congruent teaching practices might 

help her to "maybe align what I do a little more with what [subsequent teachers are] 

looking for, so that it's not as dramatic of a shift for them and for the students." The 

remaining 4 teachers were less committal at this point about the desire for congruency of 

practices. 

Progressive findings. As part of the teaching circle process, the participants were 

asked to set specific goals for what they expected to learn from this process, both 

collectively and individually. Selection of a collective group goal was decided upon at the 

first meeting in order to guide the focus of the remaining teaching circle meetings. 

Initially, there was some discussion about developing criteria for assessment of 

portfolios. Participants thought portfolios would be useful to track the progression of 

student writing over the years. While several of the participants were interested in 

heading in this direction, 2 of the participants did not contribute to the discussion, nor did 

they appear to be interested in the discussion. In fact, it was difficult for the entire group· 

to reach consensus about where to go with portfolios because the concept was so broad. 

After some discussion, Sandy suggested that instead of focusing on portfolios, the group 

could collect samples of student work at different levels and create exemplars and rubrics 

for specific genres of writing. The rest of the participants concurred and decided that the 

collective goal would be to create a set of rubrics for specific genres of writing for 

students in grades 4-8 that would reflect the progression of expectations from one year to 

the next. A secondary goal would be the collection of student writing that could serve as 

exemplars. 
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At the end of the first teaching circle meeting, participants were asked to set goals 

for themselves with respect to their assessment and evaluation practices and to bring 

those goals to the next meeting. The individual goals were based on participant needs or 

desires, and as a result, varied significantly from one another. Two participants wanted to 

look more closely at the efficacy of their assessment and evaluation practices, 2 

participants desired to deepen their knowledge of assessment and evaluation, and the 

remaining 3 participants wanted to learn more about using portfolios as a method of 

assessment and evaluation. Alex and Terry wanted assessment and evaluation to be more 

effective for their students. Alex's goal focused on assisting students to make better use 

of teacher feedback to improve their writing, while Terry directed her goal toward 

improving her use of peer editing. Chris and Kelly had similar goals in that they wanted 

to expand their knowledge of assessment and evaluation practices. While Chris set a very 

broad goal of developing knowledge and skill about designing assessment and evaluation 

tools, Kelly was slightly more specific in her desire to learn two new assessment and 

evaluation tools in order to become better rounded in her use of assessment and 

evaluation strategies. Joey, Sandy, and Sam aspired to develop the use of portfolios as an 

assessment and evaluation tool. Joey wanted students to be able to use portfolios as a 

meanS of improving their work. Sandy wanted to use student work as exemplars in 

addition to using those writing samples to guide student writing. Sam wanted to use work 

kept in the portfolios to teach students how to "become more reflective of their work. 

Additionally, she wanted to simplify evaluation of student work with rubrics that would 

be user-friendly for students and teachers. 
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While there was very little discussion or reflection during the teaching circle 

meetings about individual goals, participants did discuss and reflect on the group goal on 

an ongoing basis. By the second meeting, discussion revolved around participants' 

desires to develop rubrics specific to each grade and writing assignment and the need for 

identification of specific expectations, with Joey, Chris, and Alex advocating for this 

modification. Terry added that skills needed to be progressive one from one grade to the 

next so that teachers were not teaching the same skills year after year without growth, 

because she was concerned that the English curriculum did not provide the structure that 

would allow for skills to be developed. By the end of January, the participants were 

immersed in the development of the rubrics, and their enthusiasm for the rubrics was 

expressed in their written reflections. In March, Alex was anxious to have a work session 

in order to spend more time in developing the rubric, and Joey was looking forward to 

seeing specific grade-level expectations. By April, Kelly was anticipating completion of 

the rubrics and by May, Sam was hopeful that the new rubric design would be a 

productive new tool for assessment. 

In addition to the selection of specific goals, participants expressed how they 

intended to implement what they had learned about assessment and evaluation as a result 

of the teaching circle discussions. Three of the participants indicated that they were 

motivated by what they had learned about assessment and evaluation. By the end of the 

first two meetings, Sandy declared, "I am hearing about great ideas and wanting to try 

new ideas." Later on in the year Sam commented, "Every time I leave the circle meetings 

I am motivated to try something new that has been presented." Joey, while enthusiastic 

about what she was learning, was careful to qualify her response with "the ideas are 
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fantastic but it is one of those things where you are unable to implement because of 

time." Alex, Kelly, and Terry also noted that they were experiencing difficulty in 

implementing new ideas about assessment and evaluation due to lack of time. Despite 

obstacles in immediate implementation of new strategies, 6 of the participants expressed 

intent to implement new learning in future planning. Sam was the only participant to 

convey a dissenting opinion, but her opposition was due to the specific nature of the 

assessment tool. "If we design rubrics for different aspects of written English, I may not 

be able to apply any of this information to French," she articulated. 

From the participants' involvement in this study a unique situation arose which 

would have an impact on their future collaboration. Chris and Sandy, who were members 

of the school's Directions Team, had introduced what the group was working on with 

respect to assessment and evaluation at one of the Directions Team meetings. The 

principal and the other team members were interested and impressed enough with the 

direction in which the group was heading with assessment and evaluation to allocate time 

in the upcoming school year for all teachers to work collaboratively. The plan was for 

grade or division teams to meet three times during the year for half-day sessions to 

develop common assessment tools. In terms of this group of teachers continuing what 

they had started, Chris suggested and Alex concurred that they could take the rubric that 

they had created to this point and further develop it, specific to grade writing tasks. 

One of the questions I asked the participants to reflect upon each month was 

whether or not the teaching circle meetings were having an impact on reaching their 

goals. Five of the participants indicated that they would initiate change to their 

programming or planning based on what they had learned through teaching circle 
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discussions. Alex thought that she would restructure her lessons, Kelly speculated that 

she would change her method of planning, and Joey, Sandy, and Chris revealed that they 

would change the way that they created rubrics. On the other hand, in terms of 

reinforcing what she was already doing, Sam believed that "group discussions related to 

writing assessments either validate my assessment marking or offer some new ideas to 

think about." 

Final findings. Five of the 7 participants indicated that they would make changes 

to their existing assessment and evaluation practices. Joey and Alex felt confident that 

they would be able to apply the knowledge gained from our teaching circle sessions to 

future development of assessment and evaluation strategies. Alex likened the group 

discussions about assessment and evaluation to "setting up stepping stones" and credited 

the discussions for strengthening her resolve and providing her with some strategies to 

use. Joey planned to take what she had learned even farther, stating, "I am planning to 

use my knowledge of children and what I get from my colleagues to develop assessment 

strategies that are specific for grades in other areas as well in language, not just writing." 

Kelly, Chris, and Sandy were steadfast in their assertions that they would change the way 

they developed future rubrics based on the work and discussions of the entire group. The 

3 participants compared how they used to create rubrics with what they had learned and 

found that their previous methods fell short. They discussed the direction in which they 

would prefer to move, with Chris and Sandy identifying the amount of time spent on 

creating rubrics as one of the elements they would change. Sandy added, "The value to 

me is that that's how I will create rubrics from now on, because I can see now, when you 

take the time to create a really good rubric, that you get so much more out of it than just 
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one mark." One further change to existing assessment and evaluation practices was 

identified by 3 of the participants, Alex, Kelly, and Chris, who declared that they would 

focus their assessment and evaluation practices to include more formative and summative 

assessments and evaluations. Alex stated, "I like that whole idea of coming up with a 

finished product that is your big evaluation." 

While 2 of the participants did not specifically identify any strategies or practices 

that they would change or implement, one of them, Terry, did clarify that she thought 

there were a lot of good ideas about assessment and evaluation that were introduced, but 

she struggled with the issue oftime. For her, efficient use of time was an essential 

component of her assessment and evaluation practices, and she just could not fathom how 

to implement new or different strategies effectively. Sandy, too, questioned how to . 

implement assessment and evaluation effectively, stating, "I still have questions about 

how I'd like to do it better and more efficiently because that's the part that can take you 

time." 

When asked about their intent to use the rubric created by the group, all 7 

participants replied affirmatively. Alex, Joey, and Sandy were content with the current 

condition of the rubric and professed that they would use it as it was. Sam, Terry, Chris, 

and Kelly believed that some adaptations might be required. Terry and Chris, in 

particular, mentioned that they would make changes to the rubric in order to be able to 

use it in other subject areas. 

When I asked the participants about their reasons for engaging in this 

collaborative experience, 5 participants provided responses that encompassed doing it for 

themselves and for the enjoyment that they experienced from the process. Alex, Joey, and 
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Chris professed that they got involved because of what they thought that they could get 

out of it. Alex was motivated by the opportunity to engage in professional dialogue as 

opposed to mere problem solving. Alex was also engaged because the process was driven 

from the bottom up, "but really, it's not about doing it 'cause your principal wants you to, 

it's doing it because it's important." Similarly, Joey's motivation was internal: "We were 

doing this really for the benefit of ourselves as opposed to, you know, we needed to get 

this done." Chris was able to mesh his participation with his own professional goals: "I 

specifically got to meet an objective in my annual learning plan, one of my, in my annual 

plan is collaborating and meeting ... and this to me is equally or if not more important 

than any other in-service that I've gone to this year." For Sandy, Kelly, and Chris, they 

attributed personal enjoyment and satisfaction with their motivation to collaborate. Sandy 

asserted, "I think the big thing that made it so appealing to us was that we did go to ;. . 

and that it was informal ... because it was done in this way, it was more like a time just 

to gather with friends and to enjoy conversation, but the conversation in this case had a 

direction." Chris further clarified with "For me, I could have easily said no, right? We 

know each other, but we're not long-time acquaintances, and I know I looked forward to 

doing it." Kelly and Sandy mentioned how conversations that were started at the teaching 

circle meetings would be picked up in impromptu sessions back at school. 

All 7 participants affirmed that they would continue to collaborate in the future. 

Kelly and Sam did not elaborate upon their responses, Joey, Chris, Terry, and Sandy did 

elaborate, while Alex's response was conditional. Joey's motivation to continue stemmed 

from her enjoyment of working collaboratively with others. She stated, "I really enjoy 

talking to other people about work, and I enjoy my work; I enjoy what I do, I enjoy 
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teaching. I enjoy the idea of working with a group of people that I like, to achieve 

positive results, positive goals." Terry professed that "any way you can get collaboration 

in" was something that was important to her. Chris and Sandy identified what they gained 

from the experience as reasons why they would continue. Chris explained, "I like the 

relationship we struck with the people you're working with, outside of school. I like the 

opportunity to dialogue, plus you get to walk away with something that's actually useful, 

which is by far the most important part of the whole thing." Sandy added, "I would 

participate again because it was an opportunity to learn a lot, and it was also, not just 

about learning things, it was applicable information. So, I was immediately able to come 

back to my classroom with some of the things I was learning and start to implement 

them." Alex, on the other hand, was more reserved in her response, "!think I would ... 

as long as I found it useful to what I wanted to work on, and the people I was working 

with I found would help contribute to my goal ... if it's not useful for what I want to do, 

then I might not be interested." 

When asked about how they would collaborate in the future, 6 of the 7 

participants provided responses. While Alex, Kelly, Joey, and Sandy made references to 

collaborating informally (for example, planning with a grade team partner), Terry's and 

Chris's comments were directed more at the collaborative process that we followed. 

Terry's preference was that future collaboration not be "quite as formal." Terry indicated 

on more than one occasion that while she enjoyed the collaborative process we followed, 

she preferred to collaborate in an unstructured format. Conversely, Chris preferred the 

structure of the teaching circle, stating, "I think the key in a school to having a 

collaborative environment is to actually use the teaching circle .... You need to have not 
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just a goal, but someone to keep you on track or a process to keep you on track." Kelly 

also indicated that she would find it beneficial to incorporate some of the structure 

associated with the teaching circle into team meetings. 

Behaviour 

For the purposes of this study, the behaviour in which I was interested consisted 

primarily of the assessment and evaluation practices of the participants and, to a lesser 

extent, their collaborative practices. In the initial interview, several details about the 

participants' assessment and evaluation practices were revealed: current assessment and 

evaluation practices including tools used and tools not used, using formative assessment 

and summative evaluation, using feedback to improve student writing, congruency of 

their practices with those of their colleagues, and current collaboration practices. 

Throughout the teaching circle process, I looked at the assessment and evaluation tools 

that participants used over a 5-month period to see if there were any changes in the tools 

they used. I examined the degree to which they believed they had changed their 

assessment and evaluation practices as well as the specific changes they identified. At the 

final interview, participants were again asked questions about their assessment and 

evaluation practices. As a result of the questions asked, participants revealed changes that 

they had made in their assessment and evaluation practices, including changes to how 

they developed rubrics and obstacles that prevented them or hindered them from making 

changes, and changes to how they engaged in collaboration as a result of this 

collaborative experience. 

Initial findings. The participants identified a variety of tools that they used for the 

purposes of assessment and evaluation. Rubrics were the one tool that all 7 participants 
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pinpointed as being part of their current assessment and evaluation repertoire. Tests and 

anecdotal records were used by at least 3 of the participants. Tools used least frequently, 

by 1 or 2 participants, were checklists, portfolios, and peer- and self-evaluation. It was 

more informative to note what assessment and evaluation tools were not considered to be 

part of the participants' current practices. Neither Chris nor Kelly used checklists on a 

regular basis. Alex, who had spent a number of years marking Education Quality and 

Accountability Office (EQAO) assessments, made a point of indicating that she did not 

evaluate writing by deducting marks for errors. Similarly, Joey did not like to emphasize 

use of conventions in her use of assessment and evaluation tools. In fact, she did not like 

to use tools that were structured; she preferred more open-ended tools. Terry and Sam 

were fairly liberal in their use of tools and did not specifically identify any that they did 

not use. Finally, Sandy expressed unfamiliarity with use of portfolios and added that she 

did not use as much peer- or self-evaluation as she "probably should." 

More illuminating still were the participants' responses to how they carried out 

their assessment and evaluation on a regular basis. With respect to implementation of 

formative assessment and summative evaluation, Joey was the sole participant to assert 

that she had fully integrated those components of assessment and evaluation into her 

practice. Terry, Sam, Chris, and Sandy were on their way toward full implementation but 

at times were still clinging to more traditional evaluative practices. Of all the participants, 

Alex and Kelly were struggling to implement practices that allowed for formative 

assessment. Kelly said she "wasn't there yet," and Alex categorized her practices as "the 

assess-after category" because she could not seem to break the cycle of evaluating 
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student writing after it was completed instead of assessing and providing feedback while 

the students were in the process of writing. 

With respect to providing students with feedback in order for them to improve 

their writing, again responses from the participants varied. Unsurprisingly, Alex and 

Kelly were not entirely successful in being able to provide timely feedback to their 

students. Alex stated that she did not "find it easy to do" in reference to providing 

feedback or conferencing with her students. Kelly tried to give feedback but was not sure 

that the feedback was used effectively by her students. Chris also struggled with the 

timeliness of his feedback, maintaining, "I find myself losing track of time ... where 

something I think is going to take me 2 weeks, and the piece of assessment I've put in 

along the way for feedback, a month later I'm looking back and saying, holy, what the 

heck happened?" At the same time, he also found that students were not always receptive 

to taking feedback and making changes to their work. Although their feedback did not 

appear to be delivered in a formal format, Terry and Joey made references to planning 

and teaching based on their observations of student achievement and on their willingness 

to reteach and to provide students with opportunities to rewrite as necessary. Sam and 

Sandy appeared the most comfortable with providing students with timely and specific 

feedback on which students could reflect and improve their writing. 

I then asked the participants about the congruency of their assessment and 

evaluation practices with their colleagues' practices. Responses to this query were 

desultory and confusing. Alex thought that all teachers were working toward the same 

end, at least with respect to independent completion of summative tasks. Terry and Sandy 

were not really aware of what other teachers were doing with respect to their assessment 
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and evaluation practices and so could not speak to congruency. Sandy added that when 

she did collaborate with colleagues, the collaboration dealt more with planning and less 

with assessment and evaluation, but she thought that their practices would be alike. Kelly, 

whose teaching partner was Chris, stated that their practices were not the same, while 

Chris declared that he thought their practices were similar. Then there was Sam, who 

because she was the French teacher, made a point of ensuring that her assessment and 

evaluation practices were closely aligned with those of her grade team partners in order to 

ensure her own survivaL 

Current collaboration practices of the 7 participants appeared to be connected to 

the congruency of their practices. While Joey and Sam had the most opportunities to 

collaborate, those opportunities for Sam did not seem to lend themselves well to effective 

collaboration practices. Sam disclosed that most of her collaborative opportunities, which 

were scheduled three times a week, consisted of informal discussions, mostly related to 

resolution of classroom issues; she did not feel that the time was maximized. The other 5 

participants did not consider that the time that they had for collaboration was adequate. 

Alex, Kelly, Terry, Sam, and Sandy found that very little, if any, of that time was used 

for planning purposes. Additionally, Alex and Terry did not have grade team partners 

with whom they could collaborate. 

Progressive findings. The participants used a variety of assessment and evaluation 

tools over the 6-month study. Three of the participants tended to use the same tools every 

month with little to no change, while 4 participants made a point of identifying 

assessment and evaluation tools that they had added to their repertoires. Of those 4 

participants, 3 of them, Alex, Sandy, and Chris, directly attributed their changes to 
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discussions that had occurred during the teaching circle meetings. The fourth participant, 

Kelly, while not crediting her changes to the group discussions, did stress that she had a 

made a conscious effort to add more assessment and evaluation techniques to her 

practice. Alex and Kelly added conferencing to their practices and found it to be a useful 

addition. Kelly thought that students paid more attention to that feedback than they did to 

comments written on their work. Alex and Sandy added self-assessment early in the year. 

Sandy had never used self-assessment before; in fact, she had thought it was "hokey," but 

with her desire to improve her assessment and evaluation practices, she implemented it 

with great success and continued to develop its use throughout the year. The final 

additional tool that was added to Kelly's and Chris's practices was peer-evaluation, 

which they both initiated in April. 

During the teaching circle meetings, while the focus of discussion was on the 

development of a common rubric, there was some discussion that revolved around the 

assessment and evaluation practices of the participants. Participants' struggles with their 

practices emerged at the first meeting when the group had not decided upon a group goal. 

It became clear that Joey, Sandy, Sam, Alex, and Chris were struggling with the use of 

rubrics in their practices. Joey, Sam, Sandy, and Alex were in the habit oftaking rubrics 

used for other grades or tasks and having to adapt them to suit their needs and purposes, 

while Chris tended to use the same rubric for a variety of tasks. 

It was after the second month of meetings when first Sam and then Sandy took the 

earliest prototype of the group rubric and adapted it to their own uses. Throughout the 

remainder ofthe teaching circle meetings, Sam and Sandy, more so than any other 

participants, were keen to modify and use the rubric and to share their results during 
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development ofthe rubric, there was less opportunity for participants to share their 

assessment and evaluation practices with the rest of the group. 
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As part of their written monthly reflections, I asked the participants to qualify 

how much their assessment and evaluation changes were affected by their participation in 

the teaching circle meetings. Overall, Alex, Terry, and Kelly identified that they had 

made small to moderate changes in their practices. Despite adding assessment and 

evaluation tools, Alex and Kelly did not seem to feel that they had made any significant 

changes to their practices. Terry struggled with finding time to make noteworthy changes 

to her practice. Sam believed that she had made moderate changes, Joey and Chris 

thought they had made moderate to extensive changes, while Sandy firmly held that she 

had made extensive changes to her assessment and evaluation practices. Sam·was the first 

participant to take the framework of the rubric we started to develop and to adapt it to her 

own use; other than this, she did not appear to make any other changes to her practice. 

While Joey did not actually make many changes to her practice with respect to the 

strategies she used, she did retool the strategies she used so that they took into· account 

grade and task expectations. Chris commented that he had reassessed his current practices 

and had made changes to make his assessment and evaluation more valid and accurate. 

From the start of our first meeting, Sandy had begun initiating change in her assessment 

and evaluation practices by adding strategies and reflecting upon: the effectiveness of her 

current strategies, and she continued to do so throughout the process. 

In February, participants talked about the issue of time and the impact it had on 

their practices. Chris and Alex commented on the time it takes to mark student writing, 
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that there is not enough time to make in-depth comments. They had difficulty in 

implementing conferencing with their students as a possible solution because they had to 

deal with interruptions from the other students in the class. Sam and Joey stated that they 

did provide students with feedback in the form of comments or suggestions on their work 

and expected them to make improvements before resubmitting their work for final 

evaluation. Kelly followed the same procedure but found that students did not always 

read and act upon the suggestions; instead, they would simply rewrite the work more 

neatly. 

Final findings. When asked about changes that they had made to their assessment 

and evaluation practices, 4 participants indicated that they had made changes, 1 did not, 

and 2 were noncommittal in their responses. Terry professed that she had made changes 

to her assessment and evaluation practices but had difficulty in distinguishing exactly 

what she had changed. She revealed, "I'd say from just talking to people, I've sort of 

changed some ofthe ways I evaluate kids ... but I couldn't tell you what." The clearest 

impression of change came from Sandy, who discerned that she had fully integrated peer

and self-assessment i,nto her routine and had plans to build upon those practices in the 

future. She credited these changes not only to discussion that took place during teaching 

circle meetings but also to the continuation of those discussions that happened back at 

school with Chris. Furthermore, Kelly, Chris, and Sandy talked about how they had 

changed their approaches to developing rubrics. While Chris and Kelly referred to prior 

practice when they had developed rubrics without critically examining either the process 

they followed or the content they included, Sandy made note of how comfortable she had 

become with the process that we had followed. She indicated that in the future, "it's just 
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going to get easier as 1 create more and more, because even as 1 create it, 1 created three 

of them, they became easier each time, because 1 knew the layout and how it should 

look." At the opposite end of the spectrum, Alex confided that no, she had not made any 

changes to her practice; disappointed that she had not changed her practice as she would 

have liked, she explained, "I found myself caught up in the whirlwind ofthe year." 

Neither Sam nor Joey made any specific references to changes in their assessment and 

evaluation practices. 

As 1 spoke with the participants about change to their assessment and evaluation 

practices, it became clear that there were obstacles that had prevented some of the 

participants from making changes, or at least that had limited their ability to make desired 

changes. Alex, Sandy, and Terry struggled with the issue of time. Terry in particular 

confessed to having difficulty accommodating changes in assessment and evaluation, 

professing, "I thought there were a lot of good ideas, but just because 1 didn't have time 

to put it into practice a lot, 1 couldn't figure out how to make it more efficient." Sandy 

added, "I still have questions about how I'd like to do [assessment] better and more 

efficiently because that's the part that can take you time." Kelly and Terry grappled with 

trying to co-ordinate formative assessment and summative evaluation as part of their 

assessment and evaluation routine. Kelly divulged, "I find it a bit of a struggle that this 

needs to be a rich task, that they have to do it in front of me," while Terry conceded, "I'm 

still caught in the old sort of ways of evaluating." Alex brought up another potential 

obstacle, one that might have a more far-reaching impact. It was her observation that "the 

thing that's sort oflacking is the commitment as a school to these things because we've 

done it on our own time; it's been completely voluntary and not been something that the 
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school has promoted." It was her worry that without the involvement of other teachers in 

the school or the support of administration, any possibility of change could fall by the 

wayside. 

It was difficult to determine whether or not any of the participants had made 

changes to their collaboration practices; however, 3 of the participants were able to 

address changes that they had initiated in other collaborative opportunities that took place 

concurrently with this collaborative experience. In comparing this experience with others, 

the participants drew upon components of the teaching circle process and applied those 

components to other situations. Several of the participants were also involved in the 

school's social skills committee, and Chris affirmed, "I think probably the later part in the 

social skills committee we started to steal some ofthe process." Evidence of the potential 

influence of this collaborative experience was demonstrated in the conversations that 

were started in our regular meetings but were continued back in the school. Chris and 

Sandy were instrumental in bringing our work to the attention of the school administrator, 

thus extending the life of this collaborative experience, albeit in a different configuration, 

into the next school year. Sandy clarified that "because we were talking about student 

achievement and a lot of us that were in this group would start talking about what we 

were doing. So it did connect with other things that were going on." 

Summary 

The analysis of the data demonstrates the impact that collaborative learning had 

on the participants' knowledge, attitude, skill, aspiration, and behaviour. The most salient 

effect occurred when the participants noted change in one or more of the above five 

indicators of change. While there was evidence of impact in some indicators of change, it 
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was more difficult to determine what impact, if any, the participants experienced in other 

indicators of change. What was notable, however, were the perceptions ofthe participants 

regarding the value of collaboration. Without exception, the participants whole-heartedly 

endorsed collaboration as a means of learning. 



CHAPTER FIVE: SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, AND IMPLICATIONS 

As we move further into the 21 st century, continued technological advances and a 

shrinking global gap mean that education needs to find a way to keep current with these 

changes to ensure that students are fully prepared for a workplace that is constantly 

changing. There is legitimate concern that education is not meeting the needs of many of 

its students. Rapid-fire changes in the world around us mean that teachers have to be able 

to adapt quickly to meet the ever-changing and increasingly demanding needs of 

students. In a profession that has not changed substantially in a hundred years, education 

is not winning the battle. While the many benefits of collaboration as a means of 

professional learning have been espoused for many years, collaboration has yet to be 

given a legitimate place in education, by teachers or by policymakers. Time is a valuable 

commodity in education, and to this point collaboration has not been recognized as 

deserving of that time. The current direction of educational reform is hopeful that 

collaborative teams engaged in job-embedded learning will provide the necessary 

resolution to today's educational shortcomings. 

The purpose of this study was to examine the impact ofteacher collaboration to 

determine whether or not collaborative learning teams could make a difference in 

teachers' learning and teaching. Through involvement in a professional learning 

community, the participants would have an opportunity to examine and to develop their 

knowledge, attitudes, skills, aspirations, and behaviours in assessment literacy as it 

pertained to assessment and evaluation of writing. The participants, as learners in this 

environment, would substantiate the value or lack of value ofthe collaborative process. 



118 

Summary of the Study 

Collaboration among teachers typically tends to be an informal sharing of ideas 

and problem solving; teachers' daily schedules are too hectic for anything more formal. 

Traditional forms of professional development have relied heavily on workshops, where 

teachers acquire new knowledge from an "expert." Neither situation is an entirely 

satisfactory or effective means of improving teaching and learning. By gathering together 

a cadre of grades 4-8 teachers, it was my hope that a focus on the development of a 

community of learners would enhance their professional growth and showcase the 

effectiveness of collaboration as a means of professional learning. As assessment and 

evaluation have become increasingly important, examining teachers' assessment and 

evaluation of writing practices dovetailed with the impact collaborative learning might 

have on those practices. I selected a qualitative case study research design to further 

explore the possibilities of collaborative learning. Purposeful sampling was used to select 

participants to form a collaborative group for the purpose of focusing on issues involving 

teaching and learning, specifically assessment and evaluation. The 7 teachers who chose 

to participate were a homogenous sample in that they were junior-intermediate teachers 

who taught language in the same school. 

Multiple sources of data collection were selected in order to provide rich and 

detailed data from several viewpoints, mine as well as the participants'. Data were 

collected through a variety of methods, including: two interviews, 11 sets of bimonthly 

meeting notes for a period of 6 months, researcher observations, and participant 

reflections. Interviews were conducted at the beginning and the end of the study in order 

to track change in participants' perceptions about assessment, evaluation, and 
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collaboration. Those interviews were audiotaped and transcribed. Eleven meetings were 

audiotaped and loosely transcribed; the content of data from the meetings revealed 

participants' thoughts and actions with respect to assessment and evaluation. At the 

conclusion of each meeting, I recorded my own observations and reflections as 

researcher-participant. The final piece of data collected from each of the participants was 

a monthly reflection log used to track learning and changes in perceptions and behaviour. 

The data were examined recursively in order to understand clearly all components of the 

case study. 

This ethnographic case study focused on exploring development and potential 

change in knowledge, attitude, skill, aspiration, and behaviour (KASAB) of the 

participants regarding their assessment and evaluation practices of writing and on 

participants' perceptions of the effectiveness of collaboration as a means of learning. 

Analysis of the data included looking for shared patterns based on the themes ofKASAB, 

which allowed me to determine the impact collaboration had on these indicators of 

change experienced by each of the participants. The impact was noticeable'in some of the 

indicators in that teachers recognized that they had made changes; the impact was not as 

noticeable in some of the other indicators. This is not to say that there was not an impact 

in those areas, but rather that the effect was not easily measurable. It is possible that other 

factors may have inhibited the anticipated change. A portrait of the collaborative culture 

of the participants developed as I analyzed and interpreted the data, leading me to the 

conclusion that collaboration was valued by the participants and could be beneficial to 

educational reform, although more research is needed in this area. In order to maximize 

the accuracy of the findings, triangulation of multiple data sources was used, and member 
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checking was employed throughout the data collection process. There were a number of 

limitations associated with the data collection as well as my own limitations as a 

researcher. 

Analysis of the data studied revealed that a slight to moderate degree of change 

occurred in teachers' knowledge, attitude, skill, aspiration, and behaviour (KASAB), 

while teachers' perceptions ofthe impact that collaboration had on their learning were 

positive. With respect to the assessment and evaluation practices of the participants, 

while there were some changes in informational learning (knowledge ) and procedural 

learning (skill) of the participants, it was more difficult to identify the impact of 

collaborative learning in either transformational learning (attitude and aspiration) or in 

behaviour. The difficulty in pinpointing learning or change in teachers' behaviours may 

be as simple as the participants not perceiving or not being able to articulate their own 

change; it may also be explained by one or a combination of factors that are known to 

affect learning (Killion, 2008a): willingness or need to learn, sense of self-efficacy, time, 

resources, expectations, and the culture of learning. 

The collaborative format of the learning process was perceived by the participants 

to be beneficial to their learning and growth. The participants were appreciative of the 

opportunity to engage in professional dialogue, a normally rare happenstance in their 

busy days. To them, the benefits of professional learning through collaboration far 

outweighed any concerns they identified. While the collaborative process may not have 

had an immediate impact on changing the participants' assessment and evaluation 

practices, future possibilities for development and change were envisioned by some of 

the participants. The power of the learning community was evidenced when the 
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participants made plans to continue with collaborative assessment planning as a whole

school initiative in the upcoming school year. 

Discussion 

The purpose of this study was twofold. The study was designed primarily to 

determine if any development or change occurred in teachers' knowledge, attitude, skill, 

aspiration, and behaviour in assessment and evaluation as a result of collaborative 

professional learning. The evidence suggests that the participants experienced the most 

change in informational or demonstrative learning (knowledge) and organizational or 

proceduralleaming (skill). By the end of the study, the participants appeared to have 

gained a deeper understanding of the language curriculum, which they were able to apply 

to their assessment and evaluation skills. They credited increased knowledge of the 

curriculum with enabling them to improve their skills in developing better rubrics than 

they had.in the past. Collaborative learning appeared to have a less noticeable effect in 

participants' transformationa1leaming in the areas of attitude and aspiration as well as in 

their behaviour. In order to understand why the impact in these areas Was not as distinct 

as it was in knowledge and skill, I considered the possibility of other factors that might 

have prevented the participants from making significant change. 

The second purpose ofthe study was to determine teachers' perceptions of the 

effectiveness of a professionalleaming community as a means of growth. The 

participants spoke enthusiastically about collaboration, and they professed the desire to 

continue working collaboratively with peers. Perhaps the most significant outcome ofthis 

study was the plan for continued collaboration and development of common assessment 
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and evaluation practices that were put in place by a few of the participants in conjunction 

with the principal. 

Informational or Demonstrative Learning 

In the domain of participants , knowledge about assessment and evaluation, there 

are three conclusions that can be drawn from the data. Two of those findings indicate that 

the participants made notable changes to their knowledge, while one finding indicates 

minimal change in knowledge. The first conclusion drawn is that the participants 

developed a shared understanding and thus gained a deeper knowledge of the language 

curriculum and the developmental progression of writing. The second conclusion shows 

that participants acquired a better understanding of the link between assessment and 

curriculum. The final conclusion indicates that there was limited change in knowledge 

about specific assessment and evaluation tools. 

An important development of this collaborative study was the shared knowledge 

(Wenger et aI., 2002) that resulted in response to discussions about assessment and . 

evaluation. Over the course of this study, it was evident that the participants were 

working towards deVeloping a common understanding of assessment and evaluation 

concepts and practices. Throughout many of the meetings, the participants engaged in 

lengthy discussions and shared ideas about the language curriculum, developmental 

progression of writing, and school board expectations with respect to writing ·genres. 

Having the opportunity to engage in more theoretical discussions helped the participants 

to improve their understanding of the principles behind their assessment and evaluation 

practices. As some of the participants pointed out, they were not used to talking about 

issues that did not require an immediate response, and they enjoyedthis opportunity to 
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engage in discussions that were more abstract. It was this shared understanding of these 

concepts that enabled the participants to develop their skills in creating rubrics, which 

will be discussed in the next section. 

With the Ontario curriculum seeming to be in a constant state of flux over the past 

10 years, up to and including the revised version that was in progress during this study, it 

was not surprising that the participants' knowledge of the language curriculum at the 

beginning of the study was vague and questionable. By the end of the study, however, the 

participants professed a deeper understanding of curriculum expectations, not only those 

of their own grade level but also expectations spanning the grade levels from 4 to 8. It has 

been my experience that teachers tend to work within the confines of the grade level(s) 

they teach. Teachers may be knowledgeable about the curriculum expectations and 

developmental stages of their own students, but they do not have the same degree of 

knowledge of other grades. Faced with heavy workloads and little time, teachers are not 

able and, in some cases, perhaps not willing to engage in any learning that does not have 

a practical application in their own classrooms. During this study, a great deal of time 

was spent discussing the developmental progression in writing, the language curriculum 

expectations, and board-initiated documents, which enabled the participants to compare 

notes regarding the writing abilities of students in different grades. One of the primary 

concerns of the participants had been to develop more clarity on what needed to be taught 

at each grade level and then what they should be teaching in order to build upon the 

previous year's skills. In a departure from the usual professional learning opportunities, 

which tend to be more oriented to practical application, teachers involved in this 

collaborative venture spent a great deal of time discussing the curriculum document. This 
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prolonged conceptual discussion was possible because of the ongoing nature of the 

professional learning community. Participants were not restricted either by time or by a 

mandated agenda. Through these discussions, they were able to expand their existing 

knowledge about curriculum expectations, achievement chart categories, and 

developmental progression and to develop an awareness of a variety of grade 

expectations. Because it was relevant to their goal, the teachers took the time to 

investigate expectations for grades 4-8 levels. This allowed the participants to gain a 

more global understand-ing of needs and expectations within the school, and this broader 

awareness in tum could go a long way to cultivating a more collaborative environment' 

within the school. 

A second notable change in the knowledge of the participants was their 

understanding of the connection between assessment and curriculum. As one participant 

noted; ''the rubric just forces you to look at the curriculum and make sure that it's 

purposeful, that it's not just a great idea, but that it's linked carefully to the curriculum." 

Initially, participants had been frustrated by what they perceived to be a lack of direction 

concerning the language curriculum. By working through the collaborative process to 

develop the rubric, they came to the realization that in selecting appropriate criteria and 

in examining the expectations of the curriculum it was not possible to separate the two 

concepts. This finding is consistent with that of Parr et al. (2007). What differentiates the 

finding in my study from that of Parr et al. is that they found their participants developed 

an understanding that assessment was linked to curriculum as well as teaching and 

learning, whereas that same finding was not as clearly evident in my data. However, that 

is not to say that my participants did not have that understanding. Because the 



participants had previously made the connection between assessment and teaching, I 

believe it is likely they understood the broader connection. 
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The final finding related to knowledge acquisition ofthe participants concerns the 

limited knowledge gained by the participants in this study with respect to specific 

assessment and evaluation tools. I was somewhat surprised with these results until I 

revisited the study undertaken by Englert and Tarrant (1995), who discerned that when 

theoretical and practical knowledge are intertwined there is more likelihood of deep

seated change. Development of practical knowledge of assessment and evaluation tools, 

such as portfolios, rubrics, and editing and revising, is what teachers often seek in 

professional learning opportunities. They want their learning to be directly applicable to 

their own practice and have little time or patience for knowledge that they perceive to be 

abstract. However, engaging teachers in an opportunity to gain a deeper understanding of 

the underlying principles as well as of their own practice through ongoing disc-qssions 

builds the foundation for change (Englert & Tarrant). In this study, we looked at specific 

assessment and evaluation tools, namely rubrics, portfolios, and editing and revising. 

While rubrics were an integral focus of discussion, portfolios and editing and revising 

were stand-alone topics for discussion. Because individuals in the group had shown an 

interest in learning more about portfolios and editing and revising, time was allocated 

during four meetings to discuss and share ideas regarding these two assessment and 

evaluation tools. These discussions focused on the practical aspects of the assessment and 

evaluation tools, for the most part, how they could be implemented in the classroom. The 

conversations never included the theoretical issues or underlying principles about either 

portfolios or editing and revising. In the end, most of the participants did not hote any 



126 

change in their knowledge with respect to these assessment and evaluation tools. Despite 

the ongoing focus on rubrics, participants did not note any significant change in their 

knowledge about rubrics either. While it would appear that the participants did gain more 

knowledge about rubrics, as is evidenced by their skill development, it would not appear 

that they enhanced to any significant extent their existing knowledge of any of the 

assessment and evaluation tools that were brought up for discussion. In hindsight, by not 

considering theoretical issues surrounding the use of rubrics, I believe this may have 

contributed to the group's difficulty in achieving their goal, which was the completion of 

the rubric. Having a more solid foundation in the development of rubrics might have 

helped them through the rubric-building process. 

While there were gains in knowledge in assessment and evaluation, in the grand 

scheme, the participants barely scratched beyond the surface of what teachers need to 

know in order to become assessment literate. In all fairness to the participants, it must be 

remembered that the majority of discussion about assessment and evaluation focused on 

writing. In order to plan effectively for instruction, teachers need to become even more 

familiar with the curriculum expectations and their meanings. The timing of this study 

and the release ofthe revised language curriculum was inopportune, to say the least. If 

the revised curriculum had been available at the start of the study, much ofthe time that 

was spent on speculation would have been eliminated. It speaks to the integrity of these 

participants that as knowledge of the revised curriculum was released at various stages 

they were willing to assimilate that knowledge, even as it meant that they would not fully 

achieve their goal. The development of shared understanding could have been much more 
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from the outset. 

Organizational or Procedural Learning 
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Skill development was visible in one area and notably not in any another areas of 

participants' practice. While the participants noted that collaboration had a positive 

impact on their assessment and evaluation skills, they could pinpoint change only in 

rubric development; any other changes could not be specifically identified. 

Development of rubrics was the skill in which all the participants appeared to 

have experienced a significant degree of change. When it came to the development of 

rubrics, the participants progressed from using a more haphazard approach of criteria 

selection to one that was based on their knowledge of curriculum expectations and 

developmental stages of writing. The participants applied their newfound knowledge to 

develop an assessment tool that had a more credible foundation than previous 

endeavours. Not only did the participants carefully consider curriculum expectations and 

developmental stages of writing, they also used this information to connect the rubrics 

across the grades so that students could build upon their skills and develop their 

proficiency in writing. What makes this skill development relevant and important is that 

it reveals the participants' abilities to link assessment with learning. They were better 

able to use assessment as a means of improving student learning by determining what 

needed to be learned at the outset and then working towards helping students achieve that 

learning instead of looking at assessment after the fact, which had been their prior 

practice. 
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The changes that the participants made to the manner in which they developed 

rubrics also demonstrates the value of collaboration, which aligns with the discovery by 

Khourey-Bowers et ai. (2005) that collaboration results in gains in skill development. As 

was evidenced by their knowledge, the participants were well versed in the difference 

between assessment and evaluation and knew that they were expected to implement 

fonuative assessment with summative evaluation; however, many of them struggled in 

trying to get there. As Terry pointed out, she was still caught in the old ways of assessing. 

It is interesting to note that these teachers had all attended an after-school workshop on 

assessment and evaluation prior to the start of this study. This workshop gave them the 

knowledge but not the skills or opportunity to practice that they needed to implement the 

changes. Having the opportunity to engage in ongoing collaborative learning, where the 

participants were able to share ideas with each other, implement these ideas, and then get 

feedback from one another is what helped them to begin to develop those skills: The 

benefit of this process is evidenced in particular by how they looked atprofessional 

judgement. Initially, when participants talked about professional judgement, it was 

framed in vague tenus. The participants made reference to using professional judgement 

but did not clarify the foundation of their professional judgement. By the end of the 

study, it was clear that the professional judgement of the participants was steeped in the 

knowledge that they had shared as a group. As a result of their willingness to share their 

expertise, having the opportunity to talk and to share enabled them to develop a common 

vision about rubric development (Grossman et aI., 2001). 

Skill development in other areas was less pronounced and more individualized. 

As We had spent some time discussing other assessment and evaluation tools, it appeared 
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that a few participants perceived that they had developed their skills in these areas, but 

the growth noted here was limited to those individual participants. Often a topic for 

discussion during initial interviews and first meetings was how to implement assessment 

and evaluation strategies effectively, but again, little change was noted here. The 

participants were aware of the importance of changing how they implemented assessment 

and evaluation; they had the knowledge, but they did not have the skills. In all fairness, 

while this topic was brought up in conversation, it was not the focus or the goal of the 

group, and therefore, once work intensified on the rubric, this topic of conversation faded 

away. However, it is important, maybe more for the missed opportunity that it represents. 

When this study was first undertaken, the concept of using formative assessment and 

summative evaluation was relatively new to most of the participants. The participants had 

attended a workshop in which they learned about the current direction and expectations 

for implementation of assessment and evaluation. What they had not received, however, 

was the opportunity to develop their skills in this area. For most ofthem, they were aware 

of what they needed to be doing with respect to assessment and evaluation but just did 

not know how to do it effectively. They struggled with implementation of feedback for 

assessment purposes and with time and management. My assumption is that had we spent 

more time on this issue or had established it as the group goal, we might have seen skill 

development in this area. 

Transformational Learning 

At first glance it would appear to be disappointing to realize that there were no 

obvious changes in transformational learning. Killion (2009) reminds us that while 

developing knowledge and skills form the basis for learning, for there to be long-lasting 
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learning that impacts student achievement, teachers have to challenge their beliefs, 

examine their motivations, and change their practices; transformational learning is 

nothing if not profound. However, when a closer look is taken at attitude and aspiration 

as they pertain to this study, one has to ask if change in these elements was a realistic 

expectation or was even necessary. It is possible that with respect to their beliefs and 

aspirations, the participants had experienced something similar to a ceiling effect. It is 

possible in the case of this group of participants that their openness to current beliefs and 

willingness to change practice had reached a plateau and that they were limited in the 

change they could have achieved. 

The attitudes or beliefs of the participants changed very little over the 6-month 

study. As most of the participants noted, it was not so much that their attitudes or beliefs 

changed, but that they were reaffirmed or deepened by their involvement in this study 

(Perry, Walton, & Calder, 1999). In this case, while the reinforcement of existing beliefs 

is not as blatant as change, it is no less important. In retrospect, the fact that the 

participants' beliefs were reaffirmed should not be surprising when we take a look at the 

initial attitudes of the participants, which were already open and in line with current 

reform. There were three common areas of attitude that were presented by the 

participants throughout the study: beliefs about participants' own practices, beliefs about 

the importance of consistency of assessment and evaluation practices across the grades, 

and beliefs about professional learning. With respect to thoughts on their own assessment 

and evaluation practices, at the beginning of the study, the participants had varying 

beliefs in their ability to use them effectively. At the same time, they were all willing to 

investigate and even adopt different ideas if these would make their practices more 
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effective. The participants' understanding that changes in assessment and evaluation were 

ongoing and that they needed to be constantly reevaluating their own practices in order to 

remain is supported by what Perry et al. (1999) noted in their study. From the outset, 

despite their awareness of what comprised current and effective assessment and 

evaluation practices, there were a number of participants who were not sure how to 

implement those practices. What all the participants perceived to be important was being 

able to use assessment for instructional purposes and to provide students with feedback in 

order for them to be able to improve their work. This belief mirrors the work of Black, 

Harrison, Lee, Marshall, and Wiliam (2004). The participants understood the value of this 

aspect of assessment and evaluation even if they were not able to implement them as they 

would have preferred; this belief remained consistent throughout the study. 

There was very little change in what participants believed about the importance of 

consistency in assessment and evaluation practices of colleagues. From the beginning of 

the study, they believed it was important for teachers to be able to make their own 

decisions about assessment and evaluation but that it was also important that they all be 

"on the same page"; in other words, that they have similar expectations. This belief too 

conforms to current thinking as is outlined in the document: Literacy for Learning: The 

Report of the Expert Panel Report on Literacy in Grades 4 to 6 in Ontario, 2004. While 

this belief did not change, the participants expanded it slightly to include the importance 

of skill development across the grades. By heading in this direction, the participants 

realized the value that this could have for them within their own classrooms; not only 

would they have a clearer direction about what skills they would need to address, but 
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with their enhanced knowledge of different grade expectations, they would also be better 

prepared to handle the diverse range of student abilities in their own classrooms. 

Attitudes about professional learning achieved through workshops and 

collaboration were addressed and remained consistent throughout the duration of the 

study. Participants found value in both methods, although they believed that the value of 

workshops was limited to distribution of knowledge and not very effective in enabling 

change. Their attitudes regarding collaboration were more favourable, with the most 

positive outcome being the greater likelihood of change to one's practice because ofthe 

support available from collaborating with colleagues. The participants found that the 

benefits of collaboration far outweighed the potential obstacles. This being said, this 

group of participants was very cohesive and like-minded; they did not encounter any 

conflicts that might have adversely affected the progress of the learning community. 

While the participants may not have made significant changes to their practice based on 

collaboration, they believed that sharing ideas and learning from one another was the 

most valuable way to develop their professional learning. When the attitudes of the 

participants are carefully examined, it would appear that because those beliefs were· 

already commensurate with current reform, there was, very possibly, little room for 

change. 

Similar to attitude, the aspirations of the participants changed very little from the 

beginning of the study to the end. With respect to assessment and evaluation, the 

participants began by indicating that they would be willing to make changes to their 

practice if they found that the changes improved their existing practice. By the end of the 

study, the participants reworded "willingness to change" to "intent to change" regarding 
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their assessment and evaluation practices. Those participants who had not made 

significant changes to their practice indicated that they planned to make changes in the 

future. In all fairness to the participants, there were obstacles that prevented some of them 

from moving beyond desire and intent; those obstacles will be discussed later in this 

chapter. The participants' motivation to engage in collaboration also remained unabated 

by the end of the study. In particular, there were three consistent reasons that the 

participants gave as motivation to collaborate. They looked forward to the opportunity to 

engage in discussion with their peers and to be able share differing points of view. They 

expected to learn from the ideas that would be shared and from the discussion that would 

ensue and that ultimately they could use to improve their own practice. Finally, they 

expected to get personal satisfaction from collaborating, such as spending time with 

colleagues and meeting their own goals. 

In their study, Khourey-Bowers et al. (2005) also found that there was not as 

much change in attitude and aspiration as there was in knowledge and skills. Their study 

determined that lead teachers were more likely to change aspiration when they 

experienced deeper and prolonged professional learning experiences. Perhaps if we had 

spent more time in this study and had delved deeper into assessment and evaluation, there 

might have been change in attitude and aspiration. I would argue, however, that the 

attitudes and aspirations of this group would have changed very little, regardless of the 

amount or depth of time spent as a learning community because they Were already 

receptive to change and willing to make changes. 
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Behavioural Change 

Behaviour was the final and least obviously impacted component ofKASAB. Of 

the 7 participants, 2 participants demonstrated that they had indeed changed the manner 

in which they developed rubrics, and 1 additional participant declared that she had 

changed her practice as well. Similarly, Khourey-Bowers et al. (2005) found that the lead 

teachers in their study were more likely to change their practice than were the teacher 

participants. The parallel that I would draw here is that the 2 participants who made 

changes to their practice were the 2 participants who took the sample rubric, adapted it to 

their use, and tried it in the classroom over the course of the learning community process. 

I believe that having the opportunity to use and revise their work and then bring back 

what they had done for discussion with the rest of the group gave them the practice and 

the confidence that they needed in order to incorporate it into their existing practice. A 

third participant attested to the fact that she had also changed her practice, but I did not 

have the opportunity to witness these changes. The remaining participants were at 

varying stages in making changes to their practice but were facing a variety of different 

obstacles that were making it difficult for them to actually change their existing practice. 

What is most puzzling about the lack of change in behaviour is its relationship to 

attitude and aspiration. The participants held current beliefs about assessment and 

evaluation and were willing to make changes to their practice, and yef most ofthem did 

not make notable changes. Fullan (2007) provides a possible explanation for this when he 

reasons that the "current strategies and conditions are not powerful enough to take us to . 

the next stage" (p. 2). Fullan also notes that behaviours will change before beliefs; as 

teachers have successful experiences, they will change their beliefs. 
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Even though they may not have made significant and visible changes to their 

practices, the participants did demonstrate a greater awareness of assessment literacy; 

they understood the importance of shifting their stance from assessment of learning to 

assessment for learning, and they demonstrated an improvement in conceptual 

understanding and in the alignment of assessment with instruction. They were just not 

ready to put those changes into their practice. There were also a number of other factors 

that might have had a detrimental effect on the participants' abilities to make changes. 

Factors That Affect Learning 

It was surprising to me that a community oflearners established to measure 

change in KASAB did not register significant changes. When I consider the time and 

effort invested by the participants, I would have thought that change would be mote 

clearly visible. In order to determine why there was so little change in participants' 

transformational learning, in particular in their behaviour, I returned to the literature for 

further direction. Killion (2008a) identified a number of factors that may affect learning. 

Among those factors are a willingness to learn, sense of efficacy, time, resources, 

expectations, and the culture oflearning. Nielsen et al. (2008) explain that the factors that 

affect change can be categorized as those within the control of the individual and factors 

that are dependent on external influences. In the following section of this chapter, I will 

address how those factors may have contributed to the minimal change evidenced in this 

study. 

Willingness or need to learn. Engagement of teachers in any professional learning 

situation is within the control of the learners themselves and is an important indicator of 

whether or not change will occur. Teachers are more likely to effect change in their 
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practice when they see the value in learning or are able to direct their own learning. The 

likelihood of change diminishes when teachers do not have control over their learning or 

ifthey do not see the value ofthe learning (Killion, 2008a). 

Involvement in this study was strictly voluntary. Participants were invited to 

engage in a collaborative learning opportunity without fear of repercussions if they chose 

not to become involved. While the school administrator was aware of the study, he did 

not exert any influence or pressure on the participants in any way. Participants decided to 

become involved in the study for a variety of reasons, whether it was to have the 

opportunity to engage in professional dialogue, to participate in professional learning, or 

perhaps even to reciprocate a kindness because of previous professional and social 

relationships that I had with the participants. It is quite likely that some of the participants 

volunteered to participate because of our existing relationship, not because they had a 

burning desire to change their practices. Whatever the initial motivation, all of the 

participants demonstrated an abundant willingness to learn:. Aside from the general topic 

of assessment and evaluation practices, it was the participants who selected the focus for 

learning; it was not directed by me nor by any other sources. Without exception,·these ' 

participants indicated their own willingness to learn as a means of developing their own 

practices. Based on the data presented in the previous chapter, I would be inclined to say 

that willingness to learn was not a significant factor that prevented any of the participants 

from actualizing change in their practice. 

Sense of efficacy. A teacher's sense of efficacy is the confidence that he or she has 

in his or her ability to teach. The greater the sense of efficacy or confidence a teacher has, 

the more willing he or she may be to reflect upon and make changes to his or her practice 
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(Killion, 2008a). Recent changes that have taken place in education with respect to 

assessment and evaluation, without accompanying training and support for teachers, have 

contributed to a decrease in teachers' sense of efficacy (Pullan, 2007). In order to develop 

a strong sense of efficacy, teachers need to feel confident about new strategies or tools 

that they intend to add to their practices (Nielsen et aI., 2008). It stands to reason then that 

teachers who are struggling with issues of change and reform need support in order to 

develop their sense of efficacy. Without a strong sense of efficacy, they will struggle to 

make changes to their practice. Khourey-Bowers et ai. (2005) noted in their study that 

lead teachers had a better sense of efficacy than the teacher participants because they had 

greater exposure to professional learning. As a result, with the confidence that they had 

developed in their skills, the lead teachers were more inclined to change beliefs and make 

changes to their practice. 

Throughout the duration of this study, various degrees of efficacy among the 

participants were noted. With respect to assessment and evaluation practices in particular, 

participants vocalized their senses of efficacy; while there was a certain degree of 

confidence in their knowledge, skills, and practices at the beginning of the study, there 

was also some doubt and feelings that there was room for improvement. Even by the end 

of the study, many of the participants indicated continued doubts about their efficacy in 

assessment and evaluation practices. One way in which teachers can increase their sense 

of efficacy is by becoming proficient in an instructional experience (Nielsen et aI., 2008). 

The focused learning in this study was the development of a specific assessment tool. 

Two of the participants took the opportunity to try out the tool, a rubric for assessing 

writing, in their own classrooms and then to discuss the results with the other 



138 

participants. Experiencing success in their classrooms as well as learning from the 

feedback of their colleagues enabled those 2 participants to increase their feelings of 

competence in implementing the assessment tool. At the end of the study, those 

participants who had not implemented the rubric in their classrooms indicated a lower 

sense of efficacy in terms of using the rubric compared to the other 2 participants. It did 

not help matters that the participants were learning about and trying to incorporate the 

revised curriculum into the rubric, which was essentially a work in progress even at the 

end of the study. This situation did not allow the participants the opportunity to become 

proficient in its use. Additionally, many of the participants had not yet come to terms 

with how to ensure their assessment and evaluation practices were efficient and effective, 

which had been a concern for them from the outset. It would appear that teachers' senses 

of efficacy did playa role in the lack of change in their assessment and evaluation 

practices. 

Time. Daily opportunities for collaboration are essential if change in teaching 

practice is to occur (Nielsen et aI., 2008). Lack of time to collaborate is an issue that 

teachers face on a daily basis. Participants of this study were willing· and eager to learn 

and to collaborate, and they would like to have had more opportunity to collaborate, but 

lack of time was an issue on several fronts. Participants indicated that finding time to 

collaborate was a problem, and then finding the time to implement what they learned 

through collaboration was another problem. A third issue regarding time, which I believe 

contributed to the lack of change in practice, was the relatively short duration of the 

collaborative learning process. 
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Finding the time to collaborate was not much of a problem in this case since the 

participants willingly met on their own time for 1 hour every 2 weeks for a period of 5 

months. The fact that there was no job-embedded time for collaboration was a concern 

for most of the participants; however, as this obstacle is affiliated more with the culture 

of learning, it will be addressed in greater detail further on in this chapter. Finding the 

time to implement learning was an obstacle that was identified by several of the 

participants to explain why they were not able to make changes to their practice. While 

the participants met on their own time to discuss and plan for assessment and evaluation, 

they struggled with transferring what we had discussed and decided upon as a group and 

with applying it to their own practice. Those participants who did not implement the 

rubric during the study timeframe mentioned that they did not have time to try itout 

because they had too many other responsibilities. The rubric itself was not completed as a 

final product, so there really was not the time for the participants to use the rubric in their 

own practices. Time was identified by most of the participants as the main reason for lack 

of change in their practices. In most cases they indicated that they were trying to balance 

what they had learned with their existing practices and just were not able to find the time 

or a way'to integrate the two. 

The ongoing nature of professional learning is crucial to teachers' ability to 

initiate change. Research has shown that one-time workshops are not sufficient in 

duration to enable teachers to effect change. While there was a certain degree of change 

in the participants' knowledge base, the relatively short time frame ofthis study may 

have prevented further knowledge acquisition. In their 5-year study, Khourey-Bowers et 

al. (2005) found significant change in content and pedagogical knowledge occurred over 
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the course of the first 2 years. This study took place over a 6-month period; meeting 

twice a month for 6 months did not really provide the participants with a significant 

amount of time to learn, let alone effect any long-term changes to their practice. A study 

oflonger duration might have allowed for a more comprehensive degree of change 

(Englert & Tarrant, 1995; Nielsen et aI., 2008). While Khourey-Bowers et al. state that it 

is not the amount oftime itself that allows for change, they do identify prolonged and 

profound participation of teachers in professional learning opportunities as being the start 

of initiating long-lasting change. Compounding the problem of the short period of time 

was the release ofthe revised language curriculum late in the study. I would theorize that 

a study oflonger duration would have helped the participants to deepen their learning and 

to benefit from feedback and more discussion. 

Resources. Resources encompass not only time and materials but also people. 

Access to appropriate and sufficient resources is essential in order for teachers to believe 

that they can successfully change their practices (Nielsen et aI., 2008). With respectto 

material resources, the participants had a variety of useful resources at their disposal: the 

First Steps Writing Developmental Continuum, the school board's literacy binder, and 

several copies of rubrics which participants had accumulated from different sources. 

Additionally, they had access to human resources in the form of a board consultant who 

joined the group for a session at the end ofthe study. The one resource that was 

problematic was the language curriculum document. In the initial interviews, several of 

the participants indicated displeasure with the language curriculum; they found it to be 

vague and unhelpful. To further compound the issue, early on in the study, the 

participants became aware that the curriculum was in the process of being revised. 
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Snippets of the revised curriculum were brought forth to be used by the participants, and 

some of the participants were privy to knowledge about the revised curriculum which 

they willingly shared, but the final revisions were not available until the end of the study. 

Not being able to access the revised curriculum until the end of the study was 

problematic in that much of the discussion about assessment and evaluation and the 

development of the rubric was dependent on the curriculum expectations. At the end of 

the study, the participants themselves noted how much more knowledgeable they were 

about the curriculum because they had worked with it as well as they could, but their 

knowledge of the revised curriculum was superficial at best. Without a solid foundation 

in the revised curriculum, it was very difficult for the participants to embed that 

knowledge in their practice. 

This group of participants did the best they could with the resources they had. 

Without a doubt, not having access to the appropriate curriculum document had a 

detrimental impact on the development of the rubric, as the participants vacillated 

between old and revised curriculum expectations. This uncertainty surrounding the rubric 

made it difficult for the participants to make changes to their practices. The assessment 

tool that the participants created, the rubric, was incomplete with respect to inclusion of 

criteria based on the revised curriculum, and thus, with the exception ofthe participants 

who tried using earlier renditions of the rubric, it was not practical for the participants to 

use the rubric in their classrooms. 

Expectations. Expectations can be both internal and external. Internal 

expectations were driven by the participants who established a group goal as well as 

individual goals. There were no external expectations driven from the top down; this 
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learning experience was very much propelled from the bottom up. It is possible that 

weaknesses in the area of expectations were the greatest reason for the lack of change in 

behaviour. My observation is that the internal expectations were not designed to effect 

change in practice. With respect to external expectations, I am tentatively suggesting that 

having external expectations may provide some impetus for change. 

The group expectation was to develop an assessment tool for writing of students 

in grades 4-8 that incorporated consistency and progression. I see the problem with this 

goal as its being too limited in its scope. While the goal was relevant for all the 

participants, it did not require them to reflect upon or shift their instructional beliefs. It 

was based on developing an assessment tool, but very little discussion revolved around 

the rubric as an effective assessment tool or the principles of effective assessment and 

evaluation. In hindsight, the group expectation lacked a connection between teacher 

learning and student achievement. The group-selected expectation focused on curriculum, 

not on student needs or achievement, which is a necessary ingredient to facilitate change 

(Nielsen et aI., 2008). 

That this learning experience was completely teacher-directed could also be 

indicative ofthe lack of change in the participants' teaching practices. It was assumed 

that the participants would implement changes to their assessment and evaluation 

practices, but in reality, there was no explicit expectation that they would do so, either by 

themselves or by administration. I raise this point somewhat hesitantly, not wanting to 

doubtthat teachers are well able to change their instructional practices without heing 

directed to do so, but fearing that external pressure to change practice may be the impetus 

needed. Studies taken by Khourey-Bowers et ai. (2005) and Nielsen et ai. (2008) saw 
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change occur through sustained and imposed learning initiatives in which there was an 

expectation of change in instructional practice. While Nielsen et aI. noted that the 

external pressure did cause stress for the participants, those participants did make 

changes to their practice. My conjecture is that perhaps the measure of accountability 

provided some incentive to reflect upon and change practice. I would like to clarify that 

these studies did not claim that external expectations were the reason for change, but I 

believe that it bears consideration. 

Culture o/learning. In order for effective change to take place in teachers' 

instructional practice, a critical factor is the establishment of working conditions that are 

favourable to learning. The co-operative and cohesive culture of this group was for the 

most part favourable in establishing a positive culture oflearning; however, it is possible 

that the lack of conflict also inhibited change. Furthennore, recent literature emphasizes 

sustained collaborative learning that is job-embedded as being required for change 

(Full an, Hill, & Crevola, 2006). Neither of these two conditions was fully met during this 

study. While the study involved sustained collaborative learning, I would contend that the 

duration of the professional learning opportunity was not sufficient. The collaboration 

was job-embedded in that the focus of learning was relevant to the participants' needs 

and practices; however, it did not occur as part of the participants' work day. There is a 

third point I would consider as being relevant to the culture ofleaming in this case, and 

that is the physical environment of the collaborative initiative, since I believe it may have 

contributed in a minor way to the seemingly minimal impact on behaviour experienced 

by the participants. 
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The participants indicated how important they believed the makeup of the 

collaborative group to be in order for that group to work productively. They themselves 

consistently demonstrated cohesion, setting a tone of mutual respect and co-operation. To 

highlight this point, one of the participants revealed her initial concerns about presenting 

her ideas to the group but found her fears to be unfounded and instead was very pleased 

with how supportive the entire group was with one another. Many ofthe participants 

indicated that they thought the group would not have been productive if there had been 

some other personalities in the group. On the other hand, perhaps some diversity and 

conflict was what was needed to spark greater inquiry and reflection. Grossman et al. 

(2001) make it clear that out of conflict arises new learning. Diversity of the participants, 

too, can be beneficial to collaborative groups (Englert & Tarrant, 1995). This was a fairly 

homogenous group of participants, not only in their teaching assignments but also in their 

attitudes and behaviours. 

Fullan et al. (2006) contend that learning must be job-embedded if teachers are 

expected to change their practices. This declaration is supported by Nielsen et al. (2008), 

who ascertained that professional learning must be connected to teachers' classrooms and 

instructional needs. One of the problems with the professional learning of this group was 

that it was not really job embedded insofar as the participants met on their own time, after 

school, twice a month for 6 months. While they were able to discuss and share ideas 

directly applicable to their own concerns, they did not have the opportunity to obserVe 

one another in their classrooms or to benefit from problems of practice as they arose. 

Because the learning happened outside of the school day, it is very possible that some of 
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the participants considered this work to be nothing more than an add-on to their already 

harried work days. 

In order for there to be job-embedded professional learning, support of 

administration is essential. The impact of administrative support was negligible on the 

results of this study, but it is worth mentioning for the potential influence it could have in 

the future. While the principal was not involved in the study, he was aware of and 

supportive of the work ofthe participants, so much so that for the upcoming school year 

he agreed to build in time during the school day for collaborative teams to continue the 

work on assessment and evaluation started by the participants. Despite the fact that the 

participants had not accomplished what they set out to do during this study, the 

willingness of the principal to embed opportunities for professional learning and 

teamwork within the school day bodes well for future changes. 

Because the learning took place outside of the school day and, for the most part, 

off school property, while it is not likely that the actual physical environment was a 

substantial factor in influencing learning and change, based on comments made by 

several of the participants, there may be some merit for its consideration. For the first 

seven meetings of this study, the participants met at an off-site location, a local restaurant 

where they could relax and eat dinner if they so chose. This location helped to establish 

an informal and comfortable atmosphere, but noise distractions and limited seating . 

became problematic when the participants began to work on development of the rubric. 

In order to eliminate those problems, the participants decided to meet at the school, which 

they believed would be more conducive to productivity. Most of the participants 

indicated that they enjoyed the first locale for its informal ambience and felt that it served 
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its purpose to put them at ease, but they often struggled with the aforementioned 

inadequacies. In contrast, as one of the participants pointed out, by working at the school, 

they also had easy access to their own resources if needed. Several of the participants 

noted that they believed that the change in environment allowed them to work more 

effectively. It is a possibility that this should be taken into consideration when working 

with learning teams. If the meetings had taken place on site from the beginning of the 

study, the productivity of the group might have been greater, leading potentially to more 

significant change. 

The fact that the participants were willing to meet on their own time for the 

purpose of collaborating about their teaching practice speaks volumes about the value of 

collaboration. While care must be taken to note that this willingness may not be 

transferable to the entire teaching population, it does indicate that there is a strong desire 

among teachers to share their knowledge and expertise with others and in tum to learn 

from the expertise of other teachers. 

Impact of Collaboration 

What came as an unexpected outcome of this study was the school-wide plan for 

the following school year for grade teams to collaborate on assessment and evaluation 

practices. This speaks to the importance and the potential power of a learning 

community. When Sandy and Chris shared what this group was working on with the 

administrator and other teachers, this prompted the administrator to plan for future 

school-wide collaboration opportunities based on the work of this professional learning 

community. Part of the purpose of the work of this group was to ensure that assessment 

and evaluation practices within the school would be more closely aligned and consistent. 
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Not only would this group continue with what they had started, but also the other teachers 

in the school would also become involved. In contrast with what Englert and Tarrant 

(1995) found about teachers not perceiving themselves as change agents, I do see 

members of this group as willing to accept the role of change agents within the school. 

This was a strong group of teachers, already perceived as leaders by other teachers in the 

school. 

Implications 

The findings of this study reveal the significance and some weaknesses of 

professional learning communities. While there was not as much obvious change in 

participants' behaviour as might have been anticipated by the end ofthe study, it should 

not be assumed that the results were unsatisfactory. Ultimately, the participants valued 

the process, and that is a notable result in itself. What became abundantly clear was the 

potential of a learning community for enacting school-wide change. Although the study 

results were limited by the size and scope of the study, there is much that can be learned 

about the power oflearning communities and their role in educational reform. 

Implications for Practice 

The need for reform is a given if education now and in the future is to meet the 

needs of an ever-increasing number of low-performing students. Success of professional 

development in the form of workshops has been limited, and so we need to look 

elsewhere for an effective solution. The culture of teaching and learning has to change 

from being isolationist to one that is more collaborative. Fullan (2007) states that 

"significant educational change consists of changes in beliefs, teaching style,· and 

materials, which can come about only through a process of personal develOpment in a 



148 

social context" (p. 139). The potential impact of professional learning communities on 

educational change has not yet been fully tapped. The purpose oflearning communities is 

to draw upon the cumulative knowledge and expertise of teachers as a means of changing 

and improving instructional practice. Grossman et aI. (2001) attest that "the collective 

must serve as a training ground for individuals to think in new ways, to learn to listen for 

and tryout new ways of knowing" (p. 975). It is not, however, such a simple matter as 

forming professional learning communities and expecting that change will come. It is 

essential to realize that professional learning communities are not new innovations to be 

adopted, but instead are the foundation of a new culture that needs to be cultivated 

(Fullan). 

For the new culture to become a reality, first and foremost, teachers' working and 

learning conditions need to be restructured. Professional learning communities need to be 

embedded within teachers' everyday practice, learning must be linked to classroom 

practice, and learning should focus on using assessment to drive instruction or improved 

student curriculum (Fullan et aI., 2006). Professional learning needs to happen on a daily 

basis (Fullan et aL), and it needs to occur at least partially within the framework of the 

teachers' work day. Learning that is framed within the context of the teachers' daily 

practice is critical if teachers are to value it. Teachers must be able to observe one 

another's instructional practices and to have the opportunity to debrief and reflect upon 

those experiences. Khourey-Bowers et aI. (2005) articulate that for professional learning 

to promote effective teaching and learning, "[it] is best accomplished in a collegial 

atmosphere in which teachers share leadership and model collaborative inquiry" (p. 23). 
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Collaborative learning is not a course of action in which all teachers are well 

versed, as isolation has been the hallmark of education. Care must be taken in the 

development of learning communities, however. Putting a group of teachers together 

does not automatically create a learning community. The potential benefits that can be 

gained from learning communities may be undermined by disregard for authenticity and 

purpose. Grossman et al. (2001) offer four suggestions as the model for a professional 

learning community. First is the importance of establishing a group identity and norms 

for behaviour. The responsibility of the group is to work together to reach a common 

purpose; the voices of all group members need to be recognized and valued. Second, the 

group members must be aware of and able to deal with adversity and conflict within the 

group. When groups of people work together, conflict is bound to arise. When handled 

appropriately, conflict can even contribute to the growth of a community because it 

forces people to evaluate their stances and consider other options. The third feature.ofa 

learning community is the dedication to a common purpose that recognizes the 

connection between teacher learning and student learning. Group members must be 

cognizant of the collective goal and understand that they are working to improve student 

learning and not allow anything to deter them from that purpose. Finally, all group 

members must be committed to the learning and growth of all members of the 

community. The community is as strong as its weakest individual, and all members must 

be willing to accept the responsibility of mutual understanding and growth. The 

development of a community oflearners cannot be undertaken thoughtlessly. A 

community of learners goes far beyond a group of teachers working together; care must 
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developed. 

150 

The outcome of a community of learners needs to be much more than just change 

for individual teachers. The changes need to be visualized beyond the classroom and 

individual teachers; changes should be school wide and system wide if sustainable 

change is to happen. One of the problems in achieving this goal is that teachers do not yet 

view themselves as change agents (Khourey-Bowers et aI., 2005; Nielsen et aI., 2008). 

They may be comfortable in making changes to their own practices, but they do not 

believe in their own ability to dictate widespread change. This sense of impotence is due 

in part to teachers' limited perceptions of their own influence. For too long, teachers have 

worked alone within the confines of their classroom walls, hesitant to share their own 

expertise. Who else, though, is better equipped to lead the charge to change? When 

teachers work in a community of learners, they learn to value their contributions as well 

as those of their peers. Communities of learners must understand that they are not only 

working toward changing their practice, but also they are working toward developing a 

standard of practice that can be adopted by all teachers. 

A focus on assessment literacy must be part of the learning process. As we move 

away from assessment oflearning to assessment for learning, learning communities are 

well suited to engage teachers in dialogue about effective instruction and assessment and 

evaluation. Teachers also need to have the opportunity to observe one another in practice. 

In terms of the research that was done for this study, a next step would be for teachers to 

use the rubric they developed to score student writing collectively. In doing so, they 

would develop consistency in assessment and evaluation practices as well as increase 
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their knowledge of instructional practices. Parr et al. (2007) found that collective 

assessment of student work enables teachers to deepen their content knowledge of writing 

as well as of assessment and evaluation. Fortunately, the Ministry of Education has begun 

to address the problem of assessment literacy. In the spring of 2006, at the end of this 

study, prior to the publication of the revised curriculum, in-services were provided to 

teachers for the purpose of training them in the revised curriculum. Additionally, in 

recent years, the Ministry of Education has published voluminous literature on 

assessment, among other topics, and has provided school boards with financial support 

for professional learning opportunities. 

Changing the culture of learning will take the effort and commitment of teachers, 

principals, school boards, and policymakers (Fullan et aI., 2006). As was evidenced by 

this research, it is difficult for teachers to invoke sustainable change by themselves. 

Change that happens as the result of what one learning community learns may not go 

beyond that community if the principal is not supportive. The gains that one school may 

make will stop there if the school board does not recognize the value of the learning 

community. A school board that uses systematic learning communities will flounder if 

the government does not endorse their efforts. What needs to happen in education is 

large-scale reform; it is not a matter of looking for learning and change on the part of a 

few teachers. 

Implications for Theory 

This study extends research undertaken by others regarding the change teachers 

experience as a result of collaboration and their perceptions of the effectiveness of 

collaboration as a means of professional learning. Killion's (2008b) KASAB model was 
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used as the foundation of this study to measure change in teacher behaviour. Findings 

from this research did not show significant change in participants' knowledge, attitude, 

skill, aspiration, and behaviour, but other studies have demonstrated significant change in 

those areas (Englert & Tarrant, 1995; Khourey-Bowers et aI., 2005; Nielsen et al., 2008). 

Killion asserts that change in knowledge and skill is not sufficient to engender change in 

practice; it is transformational learning (change in attitude and aspiration) that will lead to 

change in practice. The participants in this study did not experience significant change in 

attitude and aspiration, nor did they experience significant change in their practice. 

Similarly, in their study, Lock and Munby (2000) found that an inability to change 

attitude resulted in a lack of change in behaviour. The difference between this study and 

Lock and Munby's study was that the attitudes of participants in this study were 

progressive and open to change. The results of both studies seemingly demonstrate the 

influence of change in attitude on change in behaviour. More study is needed to 

determine the strength of the connection among the five areas of change. 

The participants of this study perceived collaboration to be an effective means of 

professional learning, regardless of the changes they made or did not make to their 

practices. They appreciated the opportunity to engage in professional discussion that went 

beyond immediate classroom concerns. Support from the principal was evident 

throughout the process, but the learning was very much driven by the needs and desires 

of the participants. While the purpose of professional learning communities is to improve 

educational practices through a collaborative venue, the direction of the professional 

learning community depends on whether you are talking to system leaders or teacher 

union leaders. In recent years, school boards have imposed professional learning 
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communities with a predetennined focus, often aimed toward improving large-scale 

assessment scores. Union leaders, however, advocate for teachers to take the initiative in 

directing the focus of their learning. Is one approach more valid than the other? The 

dichotomy of those two viewpoints speaks to the need for further research in this area. 

Educational refonn and teacher learning are intertwined. Professional learning is 

not focused just on developing knowledge and skills. It is about instituting long-standing 

change and enabling teachers themselves to become change agents. The findings of this 

study revealed the power of teachers to influence the future direction of professional 

learning within their own school. What remains to be seen is whether teachers are able to 

step into the role of change agents. Research shows that teachers have been able to make 

changes to their own practice but struggle with perceptions of their influence when it 

comes to effecting change beyond their own classrooms (Khourey-Bowers et aI., 2005; 

Nielsen et aI., 2008). 

Assessment literacy was developed to a certain extent by the participants of this 

study. The participants increased their knowledge of the language curriculum and refined 

their skills in the development of an assessment tool; what they did not do was use data to 

drive their instruction. In the past 2 years, the school board for which these participants 

work has required its teachers to use assessment data for the purpose of planning for 

instruction, for discussion, and for reflection. Further study is required in this area to 

detennine the development of assessment literacy. 

Implications for Further Research 

There are a number of areas in which further research might provide more 

conclusive results about the impact of collaboration on teachers' learning and practice. 
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One major shortcoming in this research was the length of time of the study. The 

inadequacy of the 6-month time frame is highlighted when compared to the 5-year study 

ofKhourey-Bowers et al. (2005) and the 3-year study of Nielsen et al. (2008). The 

extended length of time of those studies allowed the participants sufficient time to learn 

about and to try new strategies, to engage in discussion with their colleagues, and to 

reflect upon their successes and failures. Participants in this study would have benefited 

from opportunities to practice using the collective assessment tool and to turn to other 

group members for feedback. Additional time would have also allowed the participants to 

bring in student samples of work to moderate assessment of that work, thus allowing 

them to build upon their assessment literacy. 

Another limitation of this study was my discovery of the KASAB model after the 

data had been collected. Future research could specifically address and track all five types 

of change in both sets of interviews as well as through the meeting data. Specifically 

identifying each type of change during data collection would help to ensure rich and 

detailed data. 

In the time that has passed since the data for this research were collected, the 

school board involved in this study imposed school-level learning communities with a 

focus on literacy improvement and, in particular, on development of assessment literacy. 

The work that was started with this group of participants has continued not only on a 

larger scale but also in a broader scope oflearning about assessment and evaluation and 

changing instructional practices. This is an ideal opportunity to monitor the possibility of 

change not only in teachers' own KASAB but also change from the point of view of 

educational change. 
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Conclusion 

The results of the data indicate that while there were some changes in the 

participants' KASAB, for a variety of reasons those changes were not as significant as 

might be expected. The change in knowledge and skills was not matched by change in 

attitude, aspiration, or behaviour, although one might argue that there was no need or 

even room for attitude and aspiration to change with this particular group of participants. 

A variety of factors combined to prevent any significant changes in participants' KASAB 

from occurring. In short, the length of time of this study was not sufficient to discern any 

significant change. The participants were still in the process of learning, and they did not 

have access to all applicable resources; therefore, they had not developed their own sense 

of efficacy to the point where they could move forward to focusing on how their learning 

could have an impact on student achievement. Expectations, too, were not designed to 

promote significant change in practices. While the participants benefited from the 

opportunity to share ideas and experiences through collaboration, the collaborative 

experience was not embedded meaningfully within their work days; instead, they came 

together on their own time, which might have caused them to distinguish between their 

instructional practice and what the group was doing. On a more positive note, the 

collaborative process was perceived by the participants to be very useful, and, in fact, at 

the initiative of some ofthe participants, future school-wide collaboration was planned to 

carryon the work on assessment and evaluation started by this group. This somewhat 

unexpected development bodes well for the future of collaboration as a means of 

achieving effective educational change. 
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Appendix A: 

Information About Teaching Circles 

What are Teaching Circles? 

Teaching Circles are composed of small groups of teachers who meet on a regular basis, 
for a specified period of time, such as one school term, to collaborate on a specific topic 
or issue related to improving teaching and student learning. Teaching Circle participants 
select their own topic or join a Teaching Circle in which they are interested, and they 
direct their own learning. Teaching Circles are a nonevaluative and noncritical 
environment of mutual support. 

What is the purpose of Teaching Circles? 

Teaching Circles enable teachers to reflect on and improve their own practices through 
the exchange of ideas and expertise. Teaching Circles also give teachers the opportunity 
to talk with peers professionally and provide mutual support in a nonthreatening 
environment. Teachers involved in Teaching Circles direct their own learning in an effort 
to learn new ideas, to develop collegiality, and to build a sense of community. Individual 
members ofthe Teaching Circle are responsible for implementing at least one new or 
improved strategy that they have learned in their own classrooms. 

Guidelines for using Teaching Circles 

Teaching Circles are composed of small groups of teachers, usually composed of 4-1 0 
participants. The Circles may be made up of single- or cross-disciplinary groups. The 
time frame is specific, often the duration of a school term or year. The Circles convene at 
least 4-5 times. The meetings are generally informal disclissions, but tend to be more 
productive if a facilitator is appointed to set an agenda and ensure that progress is made. 
Members of each Teaching Circle determine the topic or issue they would like to explore. 
A group goal as well as individual goals are set at the initial meeting. At the conclusion 
of the Teaching Circle, the group members evaluate the success ofthe Teaching Circle in 
attaining their goals. The group produces a written document summarizing their 
accomplishments. The Teaching Circle concludes with a celebration. 

Roles and Responsibilities of the Participants 
Section 1.01 
All Teaching Circle members are expected to attend all meetings, including the final 
celebration, to the best of their abilities. Each member should helpto establish the 
Circle's overall goal and should also develop his or her own individual goals. 
Participation in group discussions is expected. Group members will be expected to 
complete and submit reflection logs and assessment logs. The group will be responsible 
for preparing written documentation of their accomplishment. Individuals may be asked 
to take on additional roles in the Teaching Circle, such as leadership or administration 
tasks. 
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Appendix B: 

Observation Protocol 

The Circle of Teaching: Reculturing Assessment Practices 

Date 

Location 

Time 

Present 

Absent 

Observations Reflections 
Artifacts 

Topics for 
discussion 

Questions, 
problems, 
concerns 

Assessment 
strategies 
discussed 

Strategies 
implemented 



Assessment 
strategies 
rejected 

Obstacles 

Problem 
resolution 

Decisions 
made 

Alignment of 
strategies 

Assessment 
. vocabulary 

Participant 
engagement 
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Appendix C: 

Researcher Reflections 

Week of: --------------------------------------------------------

Data Collection Reflections 
Interviews 

Surveys 

Assessment Logs 

Reflections 

Artifacts 

Evaluation 

Meetings Reflections 
Format 

Participation 

Discussion 

Concerns 

Highlights 

Progress 

General Reflections 
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Data Analysis Reflections 
Participants 



Date of 
meeting 
Location of 
meeting 
Duration of 
meeting 
Members 
present 
Members 
absent 
Housekeeping 
items 

This week's 
topic and 
discussion 

Items for next 
meeting 
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AppendixD: 

Teaching Circle Meeting Minutes 
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Appendix E: 

Assessment Survey 

Please indicate your use of the following assessment strategies for the purposes of 
evaluating student writing. 

Observation never occasionally often always 

Checklists never occasionally often always 

Student journals never occasionally often always 

Tests and quizzes never occasionally often always 

Rubrics never occasionally often always 

Conferences never occasionally often always 

Student self-assessment never occasionally often always 

Peer assessment never occasionally often always 

Student Portfolios never occasionally often always 

Other (please identify): 

never occasionally often always 

never occasionally often always 

How would you describe your assessment practices at this time? Place yourself on the 
line. 

F ormative---------------------------------------------------------------------------------Summative 

Formative: The teacher regularly assesses the development of students' literacy skills and 
uses this information to adjust instruction and programming to meet the students' 
changing needs. 

Summative: After instruction and opportunities to practise, students demonstrate what 
they know and can do independently. The assessment sums up the students' cumulative 
learning and their ability to apply it in a particular context at a point in time. 

(definitions taken from: Literacy for Learning: The Report of the Expert Panel on Literacy in Grades 4 to 6 
in Ontario, 2004) 
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Appendix F: 

Assessment Log & Reflections 

Date: ------------------------------------------------------

What types of assessment strategies did you use during the last two weeks? 

What are your preferred methods of assessment? 

Did you try any new assessment strategies? If so, which one(s)? 

How do you feel about the above-mentioned assessment strategies? 

Are your assessment practices changing? If so, how? 

Please add any additional thoughts you have about your assessment practices: 



Appendix G: 

Teaching Circle Evaluation 

Do you feel that the number of your Teaching Circle meetings was sufficient? Why or 
why not? 

How well did your circle achieve the group goal? 

How well did you achieve your individual goal? 

Identify the strengths of your Teaching Circle: 

Howcou1d your Teaching Circle have been more effective? 

How has your participation in a teacher study group affected your knowledge about 
assessment? 

How have your assessment practices changed as a result of your participation in the 
Teaching Circle? 

Would you participate in another Teaching Circle? Why or why not? 
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AppendixH: 

Teaching Circle Framework 

Topic of Discussion 
• Assessment in Writing 

Main Focus 
• Development of effective assessment practices for student writing in Grades 4-8 

Group Goal 
(chosen by the group-what does the group hope to gain) 

Individual Goals 
(Individual group members select personal goals-to be completed on separate page) 

• I want to improve ... 
• I need to modify/change ... in order to improve student achievement 

Final Written Product 
(decided upon by the group-a culminating product that will showcase group's efforts) 

Meeting Dates & Times 

January 
February 
March 
April 
May 
June 

Final Celebration 

Meeting location _________________________ _ 

Group norms 
• Attend all meetings 
• Arrive on time 
• Conclude on time 
• Participate in discussions 

No interrupting 
Respect confidentiality of meetings 
Be respectful of others' contributions 



Leadership 
• No leader (very informal, group members share responsibility for bringing in 

material for discussion) 
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• Rotating leader (group members take turns facilitating discussion, preparing for 
the meeting) 

• Designated leader (one member organizes meetings, selects topics, and facilitates 
discussion) 

Responsibilities of the Facilitator (Leader) 
• Prepare agenda for meeting 
• Chair the discussion 
• Begin and end meeting on time 
• Write up minutes for the meetings 

Responsibilities of the Researcher 
• Maintain contact with the group members 
• Keep a formal record of each meeting (who attended, summary of meeting, 

direction for next meeting) 

Responsibilities of the Group Members 
• Attend all meetings including the final Teaching Circle Celebration 
• Arrive on time for meetings 
• Help to select the circle's goal and objectives 
• Set a personal goal 
• Contribute to discussions 
• Contribute to completion of final product 
• Complete and submit reflections, assessment log, & survey 
• Complete an evaluation ofthe Teaching Circle sessions 

Meeting Format 
• Guided discussion (agenda is established ahead of time; group members come 

prepared to meeting to discuss a particular topic) 
• Ask the expert (an "expert" is invited to the meeting to share hislher thoughts ona 

topic) 
• Progress reports (group members discuss what they have tried in their classrooms) 
• Peer tutoring (group members, in partners, learn about a topic prior to the meeting 

and present it) 
• General discussion (no preset agenda; group members bring topics of interest to 

the meeting) 

Final Celebration 
• Ask for input from group members: dinner out at a restaurant, pot-luck at a house, 

etc. 



Appendix I: 

Teaching Circle - Initial Meeting 

Prior to the meeting 

• Facilitator contacts potential group members 
• Facilitator arranges the initial meeting-date, time, and place 

Agenda for the Initial Teaching Circle Meeting 

• Introduce and discuss concept of Teaching Circles 
o Address questions and concerns 

• Review Teaching Circle Framework; modify to suit group's needs 
o As a group, review and reach consensus on issue(s) related to topic 

(assessing writing in language arts) 
o Decide on group goal and objectives 
o Ask participants to decide upon an individual goal for next meeting 
o Decide upon final product 
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o Determine desired number of meetings, dates, times, member availability 
o Discuss and modify group norms 
o Decide on leadership (permanent, rotating, none, etc.) 
o Review responsibilities 
o Decide upon meeting format of future meetings 
o Discuss Teaching Circle evaluation and celebration 

• Article on Assessment (if there is time) 
o Swaffield, S. & Dudley, P. (2003) Wising up to assessment literacy, 

Education Journal, 67. p. 9. 
• Wrap-up 

o Address final questions, comments, concerns 
o Ask group members to decide on a personal goal-to be brought to next 

meeting 
o Complete a contact list 
o Set agenda for the next meeting 

Final Notes 

• Facilitator keeps formal record of meeting: who attended, summary of meeting, 
next meeting 
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AppendixJ: 

Teaching Circle Meeting Organization 

Initial Meeting 
• See "Teaching Circle: Initial Meeting" 

Subsequent Meetings 
• Facilitator sets agenda for each meeting 

o Sends it to participants ahead of time 
• Possible agenda format: 

o housekeeping items 
o informal discussion 
o review of previous discussions 
o scheduled topic 
o look ahead 

• Once a month, reflective logs need to be completed and submitted 
• Preparation of final written product 

Final Meeting 
• Presentation of written product 
• Evaluation of effectiveness of Teaching Circle 
• Celebration 
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AppendixK: 

Teaching Circle Goals and Objectives 

Date: ------------------------------------------------------------

Main Focus: The group will select a specific topic or issue that they would like to address 

Goal Statement: Describe the desired outcome of the Teaching Circle 

Objectives: Identify a number of actions that the group will implement in order to meet 
the goal 



177 

Appendix L: 

Teaching Circle Individual Goal 

Teaching Circle Participant: _____________________ _ 

Goal: Select an individual goal with respect to improving your own teaching or learning 
that you hope to achieve as a result of participating in the Teaching Circle 

Measurement of Success: Explain how you will determine whether or not you have 
achieved your goal (objectives, activities, use of resources, time frame) 



178 

AppendixM: 

Teaching Circle Task Timeline 

January February March April May June 

Initial 
Interview 

Assessment 
Survey 

Group 
Goals 

Individual 
Goal 

Assessment 
Log 

Teaching 
Circle 
Evaluation 

Final 
Interview 
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Appendix N: 

Interview Protocol 

The Circle of Teaching: Reculturing Assessment Practices 

Time of Interview: 
Date: 
Place: 
Interviewer: 
Interviewee: 

The purpose of this study is to examine how collaborative teacher study groups develop 
effective assessment practices in the delivery of a language arts program. 

Data will be collected from participants of the Teaching Circle, and will consist of 
responses to interview questions, written documentation, and observational notes taken 
by the researcher during the Teaching Circle meetings. 

This interview will be tape recorded and later transcribed. Confidentiality of the 
participants will be protected through use of pseudonyms, and all data will be destroyed 
at conclusion of this study. 

This interview should take approximately 30-60 minutes to complete. 

Thank you for your participation in this interview and in this study. 



Appendix 0: 

Initial Interview: Guiding Questions 

Warm-up Questions 
• How often do you collaborate with other teachers? 
• Have you ever collaborated with a group of teachers before? If so, for what 

purpose? 
• What assessment strategies do you currently use? 
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• What are your preferred assessment strategies? Why? What assessment strategies 
don't you use? Why not? 

In a profession such as teaching where isolation is the norm, collaboration among 
teachers is not generally encouraged, yet there are numerous benefits to collaboration. 

• What do you think are the benefits to collaboration? 
• What are your concerns regarding collaboration? What would prevent you from 

collaborating? What do you believe are the main obstacles to collaboration? 
• What role do you feel collaboration between teachers plays in improving teaching 

practices? Explain. 

1 'd like to focus on assessment of writing. Teachers may struggle with assessing student 
writing. The workload is heavy, the assessment can be very subjective, there is rarely 
continuity from one teacher to the next, and often there is little direction from 
administration. 

• What are your perceptions of the differences between assessment and evaluation? 
• What are your beliefs about assessment (of student writing) in general? 
• How do you feel about your current assessment practices? What changes, if any, 

would you like to make to your assessment practices? What would you like to 
share? 

• How do you keep your assessment practices current? How willing are you to 
update your assessment practices? 

• What do you know about the assessment practices of your colleagues? Do you 
ever collaborate on assessment practices? 

• What impact do you think the Teaching Circle process might have on your 
assessment practices? 

A teaching circle is a collaborative process that encourages teachers to discuss and 
improve teaching practices. For this study, you will be collaborating with peers in order 
to examine your assessment practices. 

• What do you hope to gain from participating in the teaching circle? What 
concerns do you have? 

• How do you foresee this type of collaborative experience as affecting your own 
assessment practices? 

• How do you foresee this type of collaborative experience as affecting assessment 
practices of other teachers in the school? 
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Appendix P: 

Final Interview: Guiding Questions 

Warm-up Questions 
• Did you enjoy the Teaching Circle experience? Why or why not? 

You have now spent six months participating in a collaborative venture with some of your 
peers. 

• What benefits from collaboration did you experience? Any negatives? 
• Would you collaborate with peers again? Why or why not? 
• Have you changed how you feel about the role collaboration plays in improving 

teaching practices? Explain. 
• What impact do you think this collaborative experience might have on the school? 

In your Teaching Circle meetings, you spent a fair amount of time discussing assessment 
and assessment practices, yours and your colleagues '. I'd like to discuss changes that 
you may have implemented in your assessment practices. 

• Have your perceptions of the differences between assessment and evaluation 
changed? If so, how? 

• Have you changed your beliefs about assessment of student writing? 
• How do you feel about your assessment practices at this point? 
• Have you learned anything new about assessment practices? What? How? 
• Have you changed your assessment practices since January? How so? 
• How has your knowledge of your colleagues' assessment practices changed? 
• Have you and your colleagues developed common assessment practices? How 

important do you think it is for teachers to have common assessment practices? 

Now that you have experienced it, I'd like to discuss your thoughts on the effectiveness of 
a Teaching Circle as a form of collaboration. 

• How did this collaborative experience contribute to your knowledge about 
assessment practices? How has this collaborative experience affected your 
assessment practices? 

• What did you gain, if anything from participating in the teaching circle? What 
difficulties did you have? 

• How do you think this collaborative experience has affected assessment practices 
of other teachers in the school? 

• What impact do you think this experience might have on school-wide assessment 
practices? 

• Would you participate in a Teaching Circle again? Why or why not? 
• Do you have any suggestions for ways to improve Teaching Circles? 
• Would this experience be beneficial for other teachers? Do you feel that Teaching 

Circles are an effective means of encouraging collaboration among teachers? 
• Do you feel that collaboration among teachers cultivates professional 

development and growth? Explain. 
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