Chapter 11 Communicating student achievement to others
(Report cards, Expanded format reporting, Informal communications, Student-involved
conferencing)
If we are teaching differently, we must assess and communicate differently as well…and keep
the focus on what has been learned and how that learning is best shared.
The varied methodologies of how to communicate student achievement are continuously
debated. A recent shift in many reporting guidelines has been to deemphasize the ‘reporting on
achievement' and moving towards ‘communicating student learning’ (https://
curriculum.gov.bc.ca/sites/curriculum.gov.bc.ca/files/pdf/updates/
educator_update_student_progress_k-9.pdf). One of the most common interventions has been to
focus on conferences with parents (either student-led or parent-teacher). Yet too often the parents
that the school wants to attend the conferences either can’t or won’t. Parents may also say they
are more comfortable receiving traditional reports that are similar to what they received when
they were in school. Sending a traditional report home may feel like a convenient way of
connecting student achievement with families, but it is difficult for it to communicate how
learning is happening within the classroom, and there is no guarantee that it will actually be read
beyond looking at the summary letter grades and percentages.

The portfolio methodology continues to be an increasingly intriguing tool to replace the report
card that “has many faults” (Jum C. Nunnally. Educational Measurement and Evaluation. New
York: McGraw-Hill, 1972). A portfolio (electronic or hands-on) can enhance the necessary
communication of how students are progressing in their learning. This allows the focus to turn to
the individuals accomplishments being compared to a learning outcome/objective rather than
reporting on how they did on an activity. The learner and family can also observe the learning
journey in a formative, ongoing way rather than just reacting to a summation of scores.

As curriculum requirements continue to focus more on competencies such as critical and creative
thinking, problem solving, communication, among others (depending on your jurisdiction) it
becomes clear that it is not easy to ‘report’ on these competencies with a number or grade.
Instead, artifacts of learning and be included in an eportfolio; as a picture, video, audio, pdf or
even a note. There may be some shares of ‘moments of learning’, but when an authentic
assessment is being done, there should be:
a) a comment explaining what the learning objective was
b) descriptive feedback about the students accomplishment to a set of standards
c) a comment connecting as to whether the work of the student is within an age/grade range or
not
And when thinking about frequency, that can be aligned in a variety of ways. Some school
districts in British Columbia have shared their “requirements with feedback” as:

Following are the MINIMUM expectations for the number of posts provided in a portfolio over
the course of the entire school year.
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✓ This is a tool designed to HELP teachers keep track of the portfolio posts they do
throughout the year that include descriptive feedback.
✓ You are free to design your own tracking mechanism.
✓ The posting of Competencies is embedded in the categories listed above and
additional posts are not required.
(Original Design from School District 71 Comox Valley)

A focus on formative assessment through the eportfolio necessitates the use of ongoing
descriptive feedback loops; not a collection of numbers and percentages, but meaningful
feedback based on what the learner has accomplished at the time of assessment. This feedback
can be done by writing or having a conversation with the leader about what they have done and
what they should be focusing on next. It works best when the feedback includes an area of
strength along with a focused area for further work. A score /30 does not communicate that a
student is missing a key step in division but comparing work to a set of standards can indicate
where general and specific areas for growth exist.

At various times it may be required (or requested) to provide a summation of learning. This can
be provided by reviewing the portfolio and creating a written comment about their achievement
at that point in time. There should be consistency in the language used (ie grade level or age

level) to communicate how the student is generally doing in the subject area. If it is possible
common language (or numbers) between the performance standards and the subject summaries
would be ideal!
Subject

Achievement

Language Arts

Exceeding Expectations

Math

Meeting Expectations

Science

Meeting Expectations

Social Studies

Meeting Expectations

Physical Education

Meeting Expectations

Fine Arts

Meeting Expectations

Health and Career Education

Meeting Expectations

Work Habits, Attitude and Effort

Meeting Expectations

Date: June 2017

General Comments
STUDENT has had a great year. She has developed many great friendships in class and at the school.
She struggles to stay focused and on task because of her social nature. I think she is capable of
creative thinking than she puts in.
STUDENT has made significant improvements with spelling, reading, and writing this year. She is
above grade level in reading accuracy and comprehension. She should focus on developing reading
fluency over the summer by choose some ‘good fit’ books to try to build stamina with reading for
extended periods of time. She can also keep a journal and write about what she has done daily by
focusing on making simple and complex sentences that are grammatically correct.
STUDENT has had a good year in math. She always does well on all of her assessments and projects
which indicate her strong number sense and her ability to apply math concepts to problem solving. She
can continue to build fluency in addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division by practicing with drills
and playing card games and dice games.
I wish STUDENT much success in grade 5 next year. Keep staying on task. Have a great summer!

Another option can be to have students provide their own self-assessment with the teachers
observations and comments connected to it. This can be a powerful part of the descriptivefeedback-loop where teachers and students can confirm that they have the same view of what
they have achieved and where their next focus should be. The focus is on the quality of student
work over the quantity that has been accomplished. The accountability is that there are no
surprises for anyone connected to the descriptive feedback because the portfolio has samples of
the student work over time.

It can not be said that portfolios are less work than report cards, but it is spread out throughout
the term (throughout each week/day) instead of artificially created “due dates for learning”. It is
not about ‘bonus marks’ or ‘doing more work for extra credit’; it is about the learning that has
been done. It also enables better school-home communication: as one parent said after seeing her
son play guitar, ‘he plays so much better at home’ and the challenge was issued: record him at
home and we will add that to the archive to show what he is able to do, because portfolios help
support that learning happens at all hours and in multiple environments.

