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Rich assessment tasks:
exploring quality assessment

for the School Certificate

In programming syllabus outcomes, resource based teaching and learning units
can be designed to develop information skills and information literacy for all
students. During 1998, subject based assessment materials were published in
English, mathematics and science to assist teachers of those subjects to implement
the revised School Certificate Grading System. The materials were distributed to
all secondary schools in New South Wales for English, mathematics and science

faculties. Frances Plummer is a Senior Project Officer with the Securing Their
Future Professional Development Team. In the following article, Frances explores
some opportunities for teachers and teacher-librarians to collaboratively plan units
of work which effectively integrate teaching, learning and assessment.

his article is the first in a series of four, to appear
I in Scan throughout 1999. The purpose of this
introductory article is to begin exploring the ele-
ments of effective assessment. The role of the teacher-
librarian is highlighted in the real context of teaching and
learning practices, in particular, for the School Certificate.
Follow-up articles will focus on:
¢ ‘Collaborative task design’, Scan vol 18 no 2
¢ ‘Designing the scaffolding for rich assessment’, Scan
vol 18 no 3
e ‘Taking the learning further’, Scan vol 18 no 4.

How has assessment for the School
Certificate evolved?

In 1991, the Board of Studies introduced the School
Certificate Grading System. Since then, School Certificate
grades in courses other than English, mathematics and
science have been awarded by schools on the basis of
Course Performance Descriptors issued by the Board of
Studies. Course Performance Descriptors for awarding a
grade for the School Certificate are summary statements

which describe student achievement at the end of Stage 5.

In 1998, Course Performance Descriptors in English,
mathematics and science were developed by the Board of
Studies to assist teachers award grades to their students
in those courses. Students are now awarded grades A-E
in all courses, based on school-based assessment of stu-
dents” achievement, with reference to the Board of
Studies” Course Performance Descriptors.

Also in 1998, the School Certificate Test replaced the
School Certificate Reference Tests. Information on the

revised School Certificate can be found in The School
Certificate grading system: a guide for teachers (Board of
Studies NSW, 1998).

What are the key elements of the School
Certificate Grading System?

¢ Assessment for the School Certificate assesses what a
student can do, knows and understands. This represents a
shift in assessment practice where students were ranked
and compared to each other.

e Student performance is matched to a set of Course
Performance Descriptors based on evidence collected
through assessment tasks and classroom activities.

e Student achievement at the end of Stage 5 is reported as
a grade in all subjects.

e Students receive their own results of the English-
Literacy and Mathematics tests.

* Moderated grades are no longer provided.

What does this mean for teacher-
librarians?

The collaborative planning relationships model inte-
grates approaches to teaching, learning and assessment
for units of work. Teacher-librarians are familiar with this
practice. However, the new School Certificate Grading
System suggests further implications for teacher-librari-
ans in designing units to provide students with a range of
opportunities to demonstrate achievement. These would
include:
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¢ knowing how to modify current tasks to maximise evi-
dence of student achievement from that task, ie devel-
oping authentic, or ‘rich’, assessment tasks

e designing new tasks that provide students with a vari-
ety of methods of achieving the syllabus outcomes and
objectives, ie incorporating information skills, coopera-
tive learning activities, written reports and products,
oral presentations

e applying the assessment criteria for peer and teacher
judgments of student achievement

e developing scaffolds to assist teachers to design more
effective tasks

¢ knowing that improving and refining tasks is an ongo-
ing process

¢ understanding how assessment informs the design of
units of work and programming.

What is a rich assessment task?

Assessment tasks can be both formative and summative.
They can also provide useful information for grading if
the elements of rich task design are considered when con-
structing tasks. Assessment tasks are ‘rich’ if they provide
assessment information across a range of course out-
comes within one task, optimising students” expression of
their learning. Rich assessment tasks then reduce the need
for more assessment.

Rich assessment tasks:

e explicitly describe the expectations of the task to the
learner

e engage the learner

e connect naturally with what has been taught

e provide opportunities for all students to make a start

e are learning activities

e provide opportunities for students to demonstrate sub-
ject knowledge, skills and understandings

e focus on the critical areas of learning within a subject

e assist teachers to determine the specific help which stu-
dents may require in content areas.
( Further information can be found in Securing their
future: subject based assessment materials for the School
Certificate in mathematics, p 8.)

Teacher-librarians will recognise these elements as those

they incorporate in designing units of work for resource

based learning. Articles by Jackie Hawkes (Scan vol 17 no

2) and Lorraine Bruce & Owen Belling (Scan vol 17 no 3)

highlight the application of these elements in the teacher-

librarian’s collaborative planning with teachers.

Designing a rich assessment task

To provide evidence of student achievement, considera-
tion needs to be given to the task design. If we believe
assessing student achievement is an integral part of the
teaching and learning cycle, we can use assessment to
evaluate student progress (formative assessment) which
informs our planning for the next phase in the teaching
sequence. This spiral approach to programming is repre-
sented in Diagram 1.

During 1998, a range of professional development oppor-
tunities was made available to schools in English, mathe-
matics and science. The materials provided to secondary

schools describe the notion of developing rich assessment
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tasks. To identify what these resources look like, and to
find out more about professional development support
for secondary teachers, visit the Securing their future pro-
fessional development Web site at:
http://www.tafe.nsw.edu.au/oten/future

Elements of authentic assessment

Assessment of this nature gathers all the information the

teacher needs to determine the level of each student’s

achievement. It represents elements of authentic assess-

ment by:

* assessing what is taught and learnt in a unit of work

* assessing what you have told the students you plan to
assess

* matching the assessment criteria to the task

e communicating explicit assessment criteria to the stu-
dent as part of the task

* accommodating the needs of different students to cap-
ture the full range of student performances.

Resources

To support teachers in designing rich assessment tasks,
and as part of the Securing their future strategy for imple-
menting the revised School Certificate Grading System
materials in English, mathematics and science were pro-
vided to all secondary schools in New South Wales.

These materials contain advice on:
* how to design rich assessment tasks

¢ sample assessment tasks from trial schools, which
worked with academic mentors to develop tasks in
their school context

* samples of student responses to the published tasks.
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Modern Materials Research Assignment
Link to Syllabus Stage 4-5 Science

Diagram 2

Topic

Your task is to apply the Knpwledge 5.5,5.7,5.11
information skills process Skills 5.16,5.18

to research information Values 4/5.26

on a Modern Material

and to produce

* an oral presentation

* a display for a
museum

* a written journal.

Choose a long
chained carbon
based synthetic
material that is
widely used today.

Research and

Purpose

Assessing: Student achievement will be based on the following assessment criteria:

Defining

report on this
material.

Locating, Selecting

on

Include information
* chemical structure

* Manufacturing
process.

Locating, Selecting

For the modern material

selected, research the

* uses

* Impact on society

* Impact on the
environment,

Support your research

with datg collected

from your personal

environment,

Defining, Locating,
Selecting

Assessment .
Criteria low high
identify a modern | describe a describe at least | classify the express informed
Information material that has | modern material |two ways in which | impacts of the opinions about
about modern | has animpact on | and its effects on | the use of a ' uses of a ' the quern .
i society society and the | modern material | modern material | material and its
material environment has changed on society and impact on society
society and the the environment | and the
environment environment
extract the relevant | research select and construqt an gvaluatel
Apply information about | information from |Summarise appropriate information,
information |5 modern two sources relevant presentation present a logical
skills material from a information about | about a mod_ern argument and
process single resource a modern material | material, which identify future
from more than blends implications of
two types of information from a | the use of a
sources variety of sources | modern material
construct simple | construct simple | present simple present complex | explain why their
Presentation | presentations presentations information information and | method of '
about a modern | about a modern | effectively simple presentation is the
material with material without arguments most effecti.ve way
guidance guidance effectively about | of communicating
the impact of a complex
modern material |information and
arguments about
a modern material




Teaching/Learning

Models of rich assessment

The subject based assessment materials in English, mathe-
matics and science provide models of rich assessment
tasks. These materials were a joint project of: the
Department of Education and Training; the Catholic
Education Commission; the Association of Independent
Schools; and the Board of Studies. The sample assessment
tasks were developed by thirty trial schools across the
three sectors.

The English and science tasks were based on existing syl-
labuses. Some tasks were drawn from current assessment
practices and enriched to incorporate the elements of
effective assessment. Others represented new ideas, for
example English snapshot 10: Reading visual and written
texts/speaking in an interview and Science snapshot 7: Using
a field study.

Students in each of the trial schools completed the assess-
ment tasks. Sample student responses were collected,
annotated and published in the materials to describe the
range of student achievement collected from the tasks.

The mathematics tasks were developed from the new
Mathematics 7-10 syllabus, designed to draw upon a
range of content objectives, and completed by students in
the trial schools.

The information skills process

Applying the information skills process of defining,
locating, selecting, organising, presenting, and assessing
to the development and/or modification of these tasks in
your school context provides all students with enriched
opportunities to demonstrate what they know and can
do.

Snapshots of rich assessment

Science

This snapshot (Diagram 2) has been chosen to demon-
strate how the activities in the Securing their future docu-
ments reflect opportunities for teacher-librarians and
teachers to collaboratively plan integrated teaching, learn-
ing and assessment units. It represents a model, and sug-
gests ways for modifying existing tasks, or for designing
new tasks from existing and new syllabuses.

This task is the result of modifying Task 8 (Science materi-
als, p 61). The task design links the outcomes, from the
new Stage 4 & 5 syllabus, to an investigation of a modern
material through a research assignment. The links
between this task and the new science syllabus are:

Knowledge:

5.5 Analyses how current research might affect people’s
lives.

5.7 Relates properties of elements, compounds and mix-
tures to scientific models, theories and laws.

5.11 Analyses the impact of human resource use on the

biosphere to evaluation methods of conserving, pro-
tecting and maintaining the earth’s resource.

Skills:

5.16 Accesses information from a wide variety of sec-
ondary sources.

5.18 Selects and uses appropriate forums of communica-
tion to present information to an audience.

Values:

4/5.26 Recognises the role of science in providing infor-
mation about issues being understood and in
increasing an understanding of the world
around them.

The research assignment features the following elements
of ‘rich” task design:

¢ addresses a range of outcomes in one task

e makes explicit the purpose of the task and the assess-
ment criteria to be applied to the final products

e connects naturally with what has been taught

* engages the learners, while giving all students an
opportunity to make a start

¢ provides choice and openness

e is, in itself, a worthwhile learning activity

e draws on previous and current learning experiences.

REFERENCES

Assessing and reporting using stage outcomes. Part 1: assessing.
Board of Studies NSW, 1996.

Assessing and reporting using stage outcomes. Part 2: reporting.
Board of Studies NSW, 1998.

Assessment and reporting issues 7-12. Bulletin 1: effective
assessment. Department of Education and Training.

Bruce, L. & Belling, O., ‘Collaboration in action at Pennant
Hills High School: students review the CBC shortlisted
books’. Scan 17(3) August, 1998, pp 10-13.

Hawkes, J. C., ‘Talk, share, learn’. Scan 17(2) May, 1998, pp 12-
14.

Principles for assessment and reporting in NSW government schools.
Department of School Education, 1996.

Securing their future: subject based materials for the school certificate
in English, mathematics and science. HSC White Paper
Implementation Training and Development Committee,
NSW Government, 1998.

The School Certificate Grading System: a guide for teachers. Board
of Studies NSW, 1998.

SCAN Vol 18 No 1 February 1999

~N



Teaching/Learning

Mathematics
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These tasks are built on stimulus material that could be
collaboratively planned and collated. These types of
tasks can be included in integrated units across key
learning areas, or as starting points for further research
by students. Students could use sources accessed
through the library to create their own tasks in mathe-
matics as part of a peer sharing activity (Mathematics
materials Section 2, Tasks 10, 18, 21).
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Securing their future
5mmmn1pnmﬂwuum.mmmm

‘ —
a Summary/Description Grades and General Performance
B & f
: ¥ d if the scores across a o
5 5 of adsesiment: {Powsarda munmher
g g e 1‘:;;;::' tpasuremant and tasks over a range of assessment -l;lnl-'l'
’ E!TT::::MW l::llunx:e and Data, aver time "halance out” am;un
L4 L .
Algabra, Wharking Kathematicaliyl | - th_g wore in @& given row
A ' | a ievemaent
[ tral a: Excellent Ach
| o a“umll:::‘d':;:;:a:lly | The student had an axtersive knowledge
e ted and understood. i and understanding of q&mm :mte:mt
mnn“‘" studant has appled and can readily apply this knowledge. |l'nh
aw:-::\::t ;d :kilpsi_n naw siteation sadition, the student has achimved a : :d
: tedd OFOLBSERS
irﬂ rapriate plan. Clear communication | level of compe In the 55
-n‘lF:tril'qgiﬂ and mathematics used. skills of the courie and can apply these
Shows ability 1o apply necessary kil skiils to new sinuations.
o e SitUATons.
' - : vel of Achievement
there are minos | B High Le
= :I'FIM‘L a::::l:;}::?dmmmn. The student has & thml:{til;kr;wmum
AW : ¢
calculations ot application of processes | of and understanding @ S
and skills to new situations. Reasonable cantent and competence 5550
lan. Comminication or reasEning and skiils of the course. In -Il;tdlllnl : .
ll:li:-lng to same extent. Some ability to | student & able to apply this know pdg

j i ituations.
apply neCessary gleills to mpv STEUAERDNG. and skills to modt new sit

s ievement
3 | Substantial progress tonwards c: ﬂm‘:l,-.::h e,
completing the task, indicative of Tha stusdnnt m-mﬂ_ O i
understanding of relevant knowledge, | attainment of the main : e
concepts and skills; hut same key ideas | skifts of the s;:b]ett a:tml::th!
i und bevel of COMP
ing. Some evidence of 40
l Tnh;:ﬁ:: communication of processes and skills of ThiE COUFSE.
n
i ed.
stratogies and mathamatics us
 Show ' chigvement
4 | Attempt at the task shows sOME o inhfldrr;n;“m‘d 3
progress nas baen made; partial but The 5-'t‘l.141|!|‘ll.lt al| e s i
Bsle level o
he central accepla
lln:l:dnf:j?;lni;:m reeals gaps in understanding of the :nul“!: content and
mathe . ! :
knowledge, conceptual understanding | has achieved a hi:-u::l hthg :-I' :]-;.mptuﬂtmu“'.
andior relevant skills, Little evidence af | inthe processes and skl
pifective strategies, communication o
reasoning. —
A —
S pogmerdendis | & ey |
ted competence i & siu :
gitadty “mld akills. Ineffective knowledge and undm:-nd_-ng of .thfs )
st r;.il;;tinn ar course cantent and has achieved limite
suatﬂ_l_lu. ki competence in some of the proesses and
e skills of the course

This completed sample scoring rubric is based upon making a holistic judgment on a single piece of work, rather than assigning
marks to small parts of the task and combining them. The left column describes levels of achievement for individual tasks in the

areas of assessment in mathematics. Beside this column is a restatement of the grades and General Performance Descriptors for the
School Certificate. m
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