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Formative and Punitive Assessment

Randall Curren
University of Rochester

Matthew Hayden takes aim at high stakes uses of student assessments to
evaluate, reward, and penalize teachers. He argues convincingly that such uses of
assessments are misguided and counterproductive. In making that argument, he
relies on aspects of my analysis in “Academic Standards and Constitutive Luck,”!
evidence that teachers’ efforts account for only three percent of measurable
variation in student achievement, and the research of my colleagues, Richard Ryan
and Edward Deci. His essay may be regarded as a friendly amendment or extension
of my own, and I am sympathetic to his main conclusions. We agree that students
and teachers should not be judged on the basis of results they cannot control, we
agree that grades should be used to promote learning and fair equality of opportunity,
and we agree that the information provided by assessment of student learning should
be used formatively to promote good teaching — and rarely, if ever, to sanction
teachers without more direct knowledge of the quality of their teaching. The logic
by which Hayden extrapolates from fairness-to-students to fairness-to-teachers is
not as straightforward as it seems, however.

I should begin by noting that Hayden’s description of my paper as particularly
concerned with Outcomes Assessment (OA) is inaccurate. The paper makes some
limited claims about Outcomes Assessment in the context of addressing features of
traditional classroom evaluation practices. While Hayden says that “OA could be
any tool used by a teacher to assess student learning,”Thave in mind OA systems that
aim to ensure there is articulated alignment between evaluation, instruction, and
curriculum. In some higher education contexts, OA is not much more than an
exercise that instructors engage in to ensure they and their students are clear about
the character of that alignment. In other contexts OA is far more demanding and may
compel a realignment of instruction with assessments of minimal competence. OA
should not be equated with ordinary classroom practice, nor should it be equated
with high stakes testing and accountability schemes.

Hayden suggests “we need to think more carefully about” the use of outcome
measures “as summative tools for teacher effectiveness in the same way that Curren
suggests caution regarding student achievement and OA.” My cautionary lesson
concerns meritocratic uses of traditional grade records, however, not OA. The
distinction between formative and summative evaluation is also less helpful in
framing Hayden’s diverse arguments than a richer set of distinctions would be.

The normatively salient distinction suggested by my own work is between
formative and punitive evaluation — evaluation pursuant to withholding benefits or
imposing penalties. The use of outcome measures of student learning to motivate
better teaching and to sanction teachers and schools whose students do not perform
well reflects a broader tendency to overestimate the efficacy and legitimacy of force
— acultural tendency to divide the world into those who choose to be good and those
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who choose to be bad, ignoring the realities of human development, capacity-
building, motivation, and context.

The research of Deci, Ryan, and their collaborators is important in establishing
that the motivational effects of high stakes tests are not what is often supposed —
they induce anxiety, causing teachers to be more controlling and less effective. A
motivationally salient contrast could be drawn between outcome and activity
measures. Ryan has aptly observed that the behaviorist orientation of high stakes
testing and accountability schemes would commend reinforcement of teacher
behaviors or activities, not learning outcomes.> Hayden is right to point out that
student outcomes are only marginally attributable to teaching practices, and he is
right to commend the NBCT (National Board Certified Teachers) criteria for
certification, which focus much more on activities than on outcomes. The outcome-
activity contrast captures an important dimension of this, while also providing a
useful perspective on the incentives to cheat, game the system, and teach to the test
generated by reinforcement not of good teaching practices but of measured out-
comes.

To normative and motivational perspectives on evaluation, we should add a
diagnostic perspective. Hayden recommends a “focus on the practices or process[es]
that produce” outcomes so we can understand “what specifically has gone wrong and
why.” I agree. To the extent that students succeed through the efforts of teachers, our
diagnostic evaluative focus should be on teacher capabilities and their fulfillment
in teaching practices or activities (the NBCT criteria, minus outcomes), and on
equipping teachers with diagnostically useful evaluations of students. Process
measures that reveal how students think may be defended on both diagnostic and
normative grounds.?

The argument by which Hayden has extrapolated from my position on student
evaluation faces obstacles, but the distinctions I have outlined suggest a different
way of organizing his most potent arguments. He is right that what constitutive luck
(luck in how a person is constituted) is from a student’s perspective has a bearing on
what a teacher can be responsible for. From the teacher’s perspective this is a matter
of resultant luck, or luck in the way things turn out. Hayden says the strategy of his
essay is to apply my “caution regarding student achievement and OA” arising from
constitutive luck “to the same conditions for teachers.” He goes on to say that my
“analysis recognizes that students ... should not be held accountable for their
academic performances ... at least until they have reached an ‘age of reason.’” This
is a bit complicated.

Philosophers have distinguished four kinds of moral luck and they disagree
about whether they are real and, if they are real, what they imply. I fall into the camp
of those who deny the reality of resultant luck, affirm the existence of constitutive
luck, and argue that constitutive luck is compatible with the forms of control required
for responsibility. This means that I would join Hayden in insisting that teachers are
not responsible for the deficiencies of student learning they cannot control, but
contrary to what he suggests, I cannot (and do not) say that students “should not be
held responsible for their academic performances.” I say that “assigning a grade is
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tantamount to holding a student responsible for an academic performance,” and that
constitutive luck “doesn’t seem to” matter “to the fairness of grades.” My objection
to using grades as external credentials pertains to fair equality of opportunity, not
constitutive luck. Fair opportunity pertains to the qualifications for a position and the
opportunity to acquire those qualifications. In this respect, fairness to students and
fairness to teachers share common features, but those common features do not fully
justify Hayden’s counterparts to the first two “suggestions for assessment reform”
he rightly attributes to me: his claims that assessment of teachers should aim to
equalize teaching attainment, and that only after it has done that for some predeter-
mined period of time can it be legitimately used in personnel decisions.

Let us suppose that fair equality of opportunity requires not only education
through high school that provides equal prospects of developing talents and job
qualifications, but also “equal teaching attainment” or a world in which teachers are
equally proficient. Because teachers are adults whose developed talents are properly
considered in employment decisions, not children who deserve equal chances to
develop their talents, it would not follow that test scores should not be used as
credentials. Nor would it follow that some waiting period is required as a matter of
Jjustice before such scores could be used in personnel decisions.

Different considerations must be adduced to defend these conclusions, consid-
erations pertaining to aspects of educational systems not addressed by the ideal of
fair opportunity. I have a suggestion. The phenomenon of early career teacher
attrition suggests it would be more productive and humane to focus a greater
proportion of investments in good teaching on the work place and a smaller
proportion on pre-service teacher education. Structuring investments in this way
would be less wasteful and would subject aspiring teachers to less risk that their
investments in becoming teachers will go to waste. Early career punitive outcome
evaluations of teachers arguably make an existing problem worse — a problem of
ensuring there are enough good teachers and distributing the associated risks
humanely.

The problem with punitive outcome evaluation of teachers is in part that
measurable student learning outcomes are a very poor measure of teacher quality and
meaningful measures of quality are essential to fair opportunity, in part that it is
motivationally misguided and counterproductive, and in part that it would be more
productive and humane to focus resources on diagnostic evaluation to promote good
teaching.

1.Randall Curren, “Academic Standards and Constitutive Luck,” in A Teacher’s Life: Essays for Steven
M. Cahn, eds. Robert Talisse and Maureen Eckert (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2009), 13-32.

2. Richard Ryan, personal communication with the author.

3. See Randall Curren, “Coercion and the Ethics of Grading and Testing,” Educational Theory 45, no.
3(1995): 425-41.

4. Curren, “Academic Standards and Constitutive Luck,” 16, 18.

PHILOSOPHY OF EDUCATION 2012

10.47925/2012.340




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice




