FOCUSED SELF-ASSESSMENT

We all know that assessment is important, and we’ve been discussing ways as instructors that we can more effectively incorporate assessment into our lessons, our course work, and our classrooms.  However, one key component of assessment that we certainly can’t leave out is the students’ role in assessment because let’s face it – once the students leave our classroom, it will be up to them to know what works, what doesn’t and, more importantly, how to fix problem areas.  With this in mind, we are going to be focusing on some techniques that will help students learn how to self-assess and, more importantly, to self-correct their mistakes.  

Focused self-assessment is much more than encouraging students to look for mistakes and correct them.  It’s about giving students the confidence that they need to successfully apply their knowledge of language in a way that is methodical and uncomplicated.  In fact, methodical and uncomplicated is what we have found to be the key to successful self-assessment.  Why?  

First, we know that as writers there are multiple tasks that we need to attend to while we are working.  We know, for example, that in order for our writing to be effective it must 

a) Be organized

b) Be developed

c) Use correct, and appropriate, vocabulary

d) Have proper use of grammar and mechanics

People who tend to be successful writers will usually be able to switch back and forth between each element and focus on each point as needed – sometimes being able to work on multiple areas simultaneously.  If you consider yourself to be a successful writer, think about how you produce a piece of work.  In most cases, the process that you take will probably look like this:
PUT UP EFFECTIVE WRITER OVERHEAD

First, while writing a paragraph, stop to re-read a sentence or two for clarity/word choice/structure.

Second, Finish the paragraph and then re-read it for clarity. 

Third, re-read previous and current paragraphs making sure they work well together and making any adjustments. 

Notice that the process is recursive.  You don’t just write something and then leave it alone. You write and then continuously make sure that you are on the right track and headed in the right direction.  
However, what we’ve discovered is that students who are not successful writers – both native and non-native speakers – do not go through the same process. In fact, what happens is that they are so overwhelmed with everything that they need to pay attention to that they simply shut down.  It’s just too overwhelming to deal with.  In many cases, this is why we end up getting papers that seem barely organized, not developed, and have no evidence of proof-reading because once a student gets to the point that there is too much to handle, their sole goal is to put the period on the last sentence, put their name on the paper, and turn it in!  In short – they just want it GONE! 

What we need to get across to our students, then, is that the process does not have to be complicated.  In fact, if they take certain steps – one at a time – they can easily increase their level of writing and, in turn, become a more successful writer.  The question is, how do we do that?  

There are three basic steps that can easily be incorporated into your lessons that will help.  

1) Provide input and examples of both effective and ineffective language use. 
2) Involve students in peer review and peer editing, as well as self-editing
3) Provide students with the key for productive self-editing
The first step is to provide input and examples of both effective and ineffective language use.  


We all know that input is important.  In fact, it’s the reason that students come to class and that we are teaching in the first place!  Input doesn’t have to be complicated and even may just need to be a review.  For example, let’s talk about verb tenses. 

One problem that students seem to have is with choosing the correct verb tense for the correct situation. This is especially true with Generation 1.5 students who have a great grasp of spoken English, but tend to struggle with writing which does not allow for the instantaneous negotiation of understanding and, therefore, constantly requires correct usage. Instinctively they know that they should be using a verb that points to the past, for instance, but are unsure of which verb to choose. More than likely, this information has been covered before in a previous English class, and therefore is somewhere in the subconscious waiting to come out, but unless students are encouraged to actively think about their choices, they will choose any tense that points to the past – whether it is the right one or not.  A review of the material helps to bring the information back to the forefront of the students’ minds.  

Whether you are reviewing material, or introducing it for the first time, it is always effective to give students a visual display of the information and to actively engage them in taking notes, filing in diagrams, etc.  This not only aids students who may learn through different modalities, such as visual learners, but also gives the students a reference sheet for when they edit someone else’s paper or when they edit their own. 

When we discuss verb tenses in my class, for example, we talk about the form of the verb (what it looks like), the function of the verb (what time it tells us about) and then draw a time-line.  In the end, students produce a work sheet that looks similar to this:

SHOW VERB TENSE REVIEW OVERHEAD

This gives them a reference tool that they can use if they need while they are completing their own work, while they are editing someone else’s work, and also gives me something to reference when I am offering suggestions for corrections.  For example, if a student has chosen the simple past and needs to use the present perfect, I might point out the verb, draw two time lines, and ask the student which time that they actually mean.  Once they choose the correct aspect, they can reference their chart and make the correction.  
The second step of the process is to involve students in peer review and peer editing. This is an important step in the process of heightening awareness as it’s always easier to find someone else’s mistakes than it is to find your own!
Though peer review and peer editing are activities that require minimal instructor participation, this step should certainly not be attempted without clear instructions and guidance from the instructor about what actually needs to be done during the activity.  This is a copy of the peer review/peer editing sheet that I often use.  Though I do modify it from time to time, the basic elements are always present. 
PUT COPY OF PEER REVIEW SHEET UP

As you can see, the first question deals with the overall subject of the paper because, as you know, if the reader can’t figure out what you are discussing, then you probably won’t be able to convince the reader of the point that you are trying to make.  


The next several questions deal with the introduction and identifying the thesis statement. Being able to identify the thesis is important as students are taught that their thesis guides the content and development of their paper and if the reader can’t identify the thesis, or the body paragraphs don’t support it, then it is not effective and that their paper will probably be off topic.  


After the introduction, students are asked to take a specific look at the body, or supporting, paragraphs.  At this stage, they are looking for structure, organization, and how the information relates to the point that they are supposed to be making (as stated in the thesis statement).  

Next, the students are asked to look at grammar, mechanics, and spelling. Notice that they are asked to mark errors, and make comments on issues that they have noticed.  Remember that marking errors does not necessarily mean correcting those errors, but pointing them out to the writer so that the writer is aware of the issue at hand.  


The last three questions are important in that they ask the students to actively think about the positive aspects of the paper, make recommendations on what could be improved, and then provide a score and a rationalization for that score.  In this way, they are giving feedback much like I, as their instructor, give when reviewing their papers.  

It is important to note that at this stage of the process students are also self-reviewing their papers.  This provides them the opportunity, usually for the first time, to go back and critically think about their work, what they have done well, what needs improvement, and what score that they honestly believe that they should receive based on the guidelines previously discussed in class.  It also gives them the opportunity to see how they perceive their work as compared to how other, non-instructor type people, see their work.   


If you look at the work sheet, you might notice that it allows for methodical, uncomplicated review of the writing.  Each step requires that students look at a small part of the overall piece while at the same time examining how the pieces fit together to make a whole. Thinking back to being a successful writer, this is exactly the same process that successful writers take.  


Once students have gone through the process of peer review and editing, and have experienced self-editing, they are aware of the features of a successful paper. However, even after actively engaging in reviewing work, including their own, at times students can still be overwhelmed by the process of writing – especially if they are under pressure, such as in a timed writing experience. Or the fact that their paper is due in two hours!  


For this reason, it is helpful to give students “permission” as it were not to have to deal with the whole paper, which can cause them to go on overload, but to look at the pieces that form the whole.  With this in mind, I simply tell my students:

EDIT FOR ONE THING and ONE THING ONLY!

For example:  
Do you know that you have trouble with verb tenses?  Then read the paper and just look at verb tenses.  Correct any errors that you see and then put the paper down.  Do something else – even for a minute – and clear your head.  

Next, edit for something else.  Do you have an issue with articles?  Then edit for that.  Correct errors that you see and then do something else. 
And so on and so on.  Of course, after you read a paper several times, it is difficult to read it with fresh eyes. This is why you want to encourage students to edit for only one thing at a time because if they try to edit for too many things at once, they can not only miss things, but can become overwhelmed by trying to deal with the entire paper instead of one small part.  Again, by giving students permission to look for a specific detail, the process becomes methodical and uncomplicated.  

In the end, why does this approach to self-assessment work?  First, it is, one more time, methodical.  Students see, sometimes for the first time, that producing good, solid writing is not a mystery. There are steps that a person can take from beginning to end that will help produce the type of writing that they need to produce – if they follow the steps.  In other words, there is a method to the madness.  More importantly, by continuously asking the students to methodically examine their papers, after a while the process becomes automatic and they find that they only need to stop and look at something more critically if they get stuck.  Second, it is uncomplicated in that it gives students a clear guideline to follow. It also lets them know that it’s ok to focus on one thing at a time – taking the pressure off and really allowing them to concentrate.  


Because of the simplicity of the process, students also find that they have a set of tools that they can take with them when they leave the classroom.  These writing tools can be used again and again in every writing situation that they encounter and if they use them, and can use them successfully, then we have done our job.  


















