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REFLECTION ON INQUIRY:  ACCOUNTABILITY AND VALIDITY OF ASSESSMENT 

 One day, I hope to finally shake the white albatross of marking that has been hanging 

around my neck these past 20 years of teaching English in the Vancouver School District.   I also 

hope that I will be able to do it well and with a clear conscience.  Currently, the only ray of hope for 

me of escaping from the mundane task of daily marking is early retirement.  I do not want it to 

come to this but I am afraid that I may burn out if I go back to teaching a full load of senior English 

classes.   I love teaching English yet dislike marking and the sometimes deleterious effect is has on 

my learners.   Will I be able to eliminate most of my marking load by fully employing formative 

assessment strategies in my classroom?  More importantly, will this result in measurable 

improvement in learning with my classes?   My inquiry aims to have my learners take on more 

responsibility for their learning and for them to be less marks-centric.  I envision English classes 

where students do assignments and activities for the sake of learning and not for the numerical 

score at the end.  The revolutionary ideas that call for the elimination of all marking and grading 

and propose a focus on formative assessment intrigues me and yet scares me.  

 I am not scared of any repercussions from administrators or parents.  I am not afraid of a 

backlash from colleagues either.  What I am anxious about is letting go of a system that I know well 

for one that is not proven in the context of my environment.  Despite whatever research educators 

and researchers produce, I notice that there are very few examples of educators teaching Senior 

English in a highly academic environment where over 90% of the students are destined to attend 

University.  Also, I work in an education system that undermines teaching as a profession.  Media, 

parents and some students question teacher professionalism and instead call for more accountability 

from their teachers.  Our society calls for transparency in all things I do and there are high 



expectations of me to prepare the learners for the educational opportunities that lie ahead.  As a 

result of this focus on accountability, my learners must perform well on numerous externally 

created exams that I have no hand in creating or assessing.  Recently, even my department agreed to 

take part in mid-term exams in a call to ease stress on the students!   How ironic. 

 If transparency, accountability and learner success rate in school and post-secondary 

institutions are to be valued most, then in my particular situation, I have to seriously wonder about 

whether I ought to fix something that obviously isn’t broken.  If parents, students and society are 

valuing school rankings above all else (even learning!) I really don’t have to do much to change my 

practice because apparently, I’m doing quite well with my learners as we are ranked quite highly in 

our province. 

 In a province where students must write government exams at the Grade 10 and Grade 12 

level in English, I find it disillusioning that I have yet to find another senior English teacher that is 

able to wholly eliminate grades because of the nature of our school system.  In the end, I am 

required to produce a percentage on a report card 3 times a year.  In fact, I am required to also 

report interim marks; so altogether I may report at a total of 5 and sometimes 6 times for each 

course.  Universities call for percentages at various points in the academic year and I am hard 

pressed to quickly come up with an authentic and valid percentage if all I have been doing all year 

is formative assessment and feedback.  Even at the English 11 level, students require percentages 

because they need to report these to the Universities for early admittance. 

 How can I help shift a school culture so ingrained in academic performance?  We’ll soon 

find out.  I have discussed formative assessment and assessment for learning with all my classes and 

they have voted unanimously to try it out for a whole unit.  They also promise to inform me about 



how successful they think it is.  They will do this online in my discussion forums on my class wiki.  

Honestly, I think most of them voted for it because they thought that it would be way less work for 

them (they said as much).  I think they believe that if I were to allow them to choose their top two 

compositions from a pile of six in their portfolio, that they could "get away" with doing just two in 

total.   They speak of grading assignments as if I am a rancher and they are cattle evading my hot 

branding iron:  grades.  Likely, many will dodge my iron during this unit as there are so many of 

them and I'll only be assessing their "choice cuts" that they'll flash before me at the end of the unit. I 

wonder if any of them will be any wiser for having learned this way.  I won't really know much 

about their learning until I try formatively assessed writing portfolios yet again (I used portfolios for 

the first half of my career a la "Year 2000") and weaving more AFL strategies throughout all 

aspects of my practice.  The only learners who voted to keep marks are the top students in my 

courses and a few students who are anxious learners anyway.  This was no surprise because the A 

students like to maintain the status quo.  It’s a system they understand and in which they excel.  It 

scares them to not be able to be seen as the top students in relation to their peers.  

  My learners seem excited about the prospect of mostly no marks for a whole unit and 

frankly, I think that is all I need to start.  It seems as if I will soon find out how these AFL strategies 

play out in my unique educational environment and I am happy that my classes have agreed to 

participate in this and share their reflections during the process.   They've already begun to post 

thoughts about it and I haven't even started the unit yet.  They are passionate and eloquent about 

assessment and are all too happy to share their feelings about it.  We ought to listen. 

 

  

 

  


