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Professions are judged according to the conduct of their members. Or, put more precisely, we tend to judge the quality of a profession based on how the bulk of its members routinely behave. And this is why the health professions are highly regarded by most people. Although a few doctors, nurses, or dentists occasionally stray, almost all members of the heath professions customarily comport themselves in ways intended to benefit their patients. 
In years past, the education profession was generally thought to be doing a fairly decent job of teaching our students. But, let’s face it, several decades of public doubts about how well we teach kids has surely diminished the esteem in which the education profession is now held. Good works trigger good impressions, and we’ve allowed too many misgivings to arise about the goodness of our works. But it can get worse. The public’s regard for the education profession might plummet overnight. Let me explain.
Supposition Land
To do so, I need you to engage in just a bit of supposing. Please, just for a moment, suppose that the world’s pharmaceutical industry has developed a new medicine to treat a serious, life-threatening disease affecting young children. Suppose, further, there is a flock of compelling clinical evidence that this medicine effectively halts the dangerous disease, and that it is eminently affordable. Now, for your final supposition—and this one strains credulity—I want you to suppose that few physicians use the medicine with their young patients nor do they make parents of those children aware of the new medicine’s existence. As indicated, this kind of conduct from physicians, even though fictional, is surely unlikely.
Okay, looking back at the previous paragraph’s excursion into Supposition Land, if such a scenario were factual, how do you think our society—and parents in particular—would react to physicians’ failure to either use the new medicine or to describe its potential benefits to parents? Well, recalling my own experience as a parent of young children, I’m certain that parents would be outraged. For physicians neither to use the new medicine or to let parents know about its merits would surely be regarded as unprofessional and, more likely, as downright immoral. Assuming some children might actually die because their parents knew naught about this effective but unused medicine, for physicians to hide its curative powers from the world would be a profound professional blunder. The medical profession would be—and should be—on the receiving end of well warranted castigation.
Well, in the education profession we currently encounter a set of circumstances remarkably similar to the fictitious medical scenario I’ve sketched above. We now have available to us a proven, potent way of improving the quality of the schooling we provide to our students. It is a research-confirmed process that we can use to teach kids better. Yet, we simply aren’t using it or, at least, we aren’t using it as much as we ought to be. Moreover, we aren’t doing much to let the world know—and especially to let parents know—how powerful this process actually is.  I’m referring to formative assessment, and I believe our profession’s failure to advocate its widespread use constitutes a genuine, not fictitious, instance of professional immorality.
The Nature of Formative Assessment
Before I suggest how we might address this problem, however, I first need to make sure we are focusing on the same process here, so let me offer a definition of formative assessment and, after doing so, provide a brief rationale about why it is that vastly increased numbers of teachers should be using formative assessment in their classrooms.
Elsewhere, I have proffered definition of formative assessment. Because I arrived at that definition only after a full half-year of serious, often painful definitional-delving, I now find it sublimely satisfying. Here it is:
Formative assessment is a planned process in which assessment-elicited evidence of students’ status is used by teachers to adjust their ongoing instructional procedures or by students to adjust their current learning-tactics. (Popham, 2008, p.6) 
The foregoing definition is consonant with the conclusions of Black and Wiliam (1998) regarding how teachers should carry out classroom assessment in a manner that will improve students’ learning. My definition is derivative from a similar one developed by a formative-assessment collaborative of the Council of Chief State School Officers in Austin, Texas in October 2006 (CCSSO, 2007). Careful consideration of the definition presented above will reveal that, while seemingly straightforward, the formative-assessment process can become remarkably complicated in the twinkling of an eye. For instance, there is a process to be planned. There are assessments to be chosen and, thereafter, administered at selected times. Students’ performances on those assessments must be interpreted so that, if needed, adjustments can be made in a teacher’s instruction, in students’ learning tactics, or in both. The formative-assessment process can become intimidating to teachers, yet it need not be.
In its most fundamental incarnation, formative assessment simply calls for a teacher to use assessment evidence either to adjust the teacher’s instruction or to allow that teacher’s students to adjust their own learning tactics. It’s a process, not a test, and it’s a rather straightforward process at that. The essence of formative assessment involves using assessment evidence to modify, if necessary, how teachers are teaching and/or how students are trying to learn. Gratifyingly, formative assessment helps students learn better.

Supportive Evidence
Based on two earlier reviews (Crooks, 1988; Natriello, 1987), in 1998 Paul Black and Dylan Wiliam reported results of a careful review of almost 700 published investigations involving classroom assessment. Drawing on the 250 best of those empirical studies, these two reviewers concluded:  “The research reported here shows conclusively that formative assessment does improve learning.” (Black and Wiliam, 1998, p. 61). Let’s not underestimate the genuine significance of this italicized Black and Wiliam conclusion. Personally, I’d like to see that 12-word sentence inscribed in marble atop the entrance to every faculty lounge in America. Perhaps, if marble or marble-inscribers are in short supply, an abbreviated version of the same sentiment might suffice. We might simply chisel in a more modest assertion such as: Formative assessment works!

But what about the learning improvements reported by Black and Wiliam? Are those improvements in students’ learning substantial or trivial? Black and Wiliam answer this question when they say the student gains in learning triggered by formative assessment were “amongst the largest ever reported for educational interventions” (Black and Wiliam, 1998, p. 61). In other words, we are not looking at trifling gains here but, rather, at whopper improvements!  Finally, to drive their important message home, Black and Wiliam indicate the formative-assessment process is sufficiently robust so that it can be employed by teachers in various ways, yet still work. As they observe, “Significant gains can be achieved by many different routes, and initiatives here are not likely to fail through neglect of delicate and subtle features” (Black and Wiliam, 1998, p. 61). 
Summing up, then, Black and Wiliam’s important review—now more than a decade old—tells us (1) the formative-assessment process works, (2) it produces substantial improvements in students’ learning, and (3) it can cause these gains in achievement when used by teachers in many different ways. Put simply, when teachers employ formative assessment, students benefit. It follows, then, that if we are to educate our students in a professionally responsible manner, we must persuade more teachers to use formative assessment. If we fail to do so, this constitutes an error of omission that is, at the very least, unprofessional.
Please note the similarity between (1) the fictitious failure of physicians to use a potent medicine or to let patients’ parents know about its life-saving properties and (2) the real-world failure of educators to use an education-enhancing process or to let students’ parents know about it. One of those situations, of course, is make-believe. One isn’t.

The Challenge of Change-Induction

Anyone who sets out to alter the behavior of already established professionals will attest to the difficulties of accomplishing this aspiration. Let’s face it, established professionals became established by carrying out their required activities in ways that, by and large, have worked. Otherwise, those professionals probably wouldn’t have become established. Getting people to alter behaviors that seem to be working constitutes a nontrivial challenge. This is surely also true with teachers.
But unless teachers truly understand what formative assessment is, there’s no chance of their even considering its adoption. And this is why educational leaders, and especially educational leadership organizations such as the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development (both national and state chapters), must immediately embark on a no-holds-barred, full-steam-ahead professional development campaign to make all educators, both teachers and administrators aware of what formative assessment is—and what it isn’t.
Let me be candid. Because of the Black and Wiliam research review that confirmed formative assessment’s effectiveness, many commercial firms have been trying to cash in on a “research-proven” way of boosting students’ test scores. Even though there is nothing in the Black and Wiliam analyses to support the notion that formative assessment will improve students’ test scores enough to satisfy such accountability demands as those imposed by the No Child Left Behind Act, some commercial test vendors have been falsely touting their so-called formative assessment systems as having been research-ratified. 
Unless educators can distinguish between the formative-assessment process in the form supported by empirical evidence and the phony formative assessment products being hawked by commercial firms, there is little chance that those misinformed educators will be advocating formative assessment that works. We desperately need to increase educators’ conversance with the difference between authentic and fabricated formative assessment. 

Enhancing educators’ understanding of formative assessment is, of course, a necessary but not sufficient condition for getting more teachers to use this powerful process. After a bevy of professional development activities have familiarized educators with what formative assessment is/isn’t, we then need to nurture teachers’ use of this process. For instance, we must provide would-be users of formative assessment with an array of explanatory and illustrative examples—in print, video, and electronic form—so that teachers’ students are, indeed, more successfully taught in formative-assessment classrooms. Ideally, we would also establish suitable incentives so that teachers would be enticed into exploring what’s involved in using formative assessment. But let’s first tackle what is the huge, must-surmount obstacle, namely, teachers’ current unfamiliarity with the nature of formative assessment. If we can’t get more teachers and administrators to understand the innards of formative assessment, then progress on this front is unlikely.
We now have access to a procedure that helps children learn. Not to use it is a sin.
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