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A Note to Teachers 
A simple method of "small multiples" to keep track of student work without using grades, numbers, or check marks. Plus, instructions on minimal marking, a sane process for helping students work on sentence level errors of grammar, spelling, and punctuation. 

1. Introduction: What is the Learning Record? 

A brief overview of the Learning Record LR as a system that integrates teaching and learning, evaluation, and research. The LR is based on the Learning Record/Primary Language Record, a simple, yet powerful model for accounting for learning in complex systems. It is based on humane but rigorous and responsible principles of investigation and inquiry. It integrates evaluation and assessment from the micro level (the development and achievements of an individual student) to the macro level (the performance of schools and districts statewide). 

2. Uses of the LR: Why Use the Learning Record in Writing Classrooms? 
Rhetorical and Pedagogical Uses of the Learning Record. 

Beyond the general approval currently enjoyed by portfolio evaluation, there are important rhetorical and pedagogical purposes for using the Learning Record model in writing classrooms. Overall, the Learning Record model engages students in the kinds of activities that foster critical thinking, foreground connections between writers, rhetoric, purposes, and audiences, and demonstrate meaningful uses of writing. 

3. History of the LR: Origins and development of the Learning Record 
The Learning Record is based on pioneering efforts of Dr. Myra Barrs and others in London, England who developed the Primary Language Record (PLR), and Dr. Mary Barr and others in California, who expanded the British model for the Learning Record (LR). 

4. Learning Record (Forms) 

The actual forms and reference materials for using the LR. 

5. How to Respond to Learning Records 

Suggestions for commenting helpfully on Learning Records 

6. Schematic Diagram and Timetable 

A schematic diagram of the parts of the LR and a sample timetable for their completion. 

7. Exemplars 

An explanation of each section of the Learning Record together with examples drawn from records of students at the University of Texas. 

8. Developmental scales, grades, and moderation readings. 
A substantial section of the LR web site that explains the relationship between classroom evaluation of student progress and achievement using the Learning Record model, and large-scale assessment. Through moderation readings, pairs of teachers read learning records and compare the documented evidence of what students know and can do with developmental scales which describe patterns of activity typically seen as students pass through stages of literacy development. Reports on the assessment process demonstrate validity and reliability of the model for public accountability, even as it supports diverse teaching methods, classroom activities and student learning styles. This section also describes the relationship between the Learning Record and the institutional requirement to provide grades in typical classes. 

9. The Learning Record model compared with other methods of evaluating learning. 

Standardized testing, conventional grading practices, and portfolio assessment have attempted to address the need for evaluating student learning and achievement. What makes the PLR/LR/LR model superior to these methods? 

10. Research Projects 

Description of recent research involving the Learning Record 

11. The Learning Record model for professional development of teachers 

Experience has shown that the Learning Record model has a profound, transformative effect on the ways that teachers view teaching and learning situations, and on the dynamics of their relationship with students. 

12. Students and teachers comment on the Learning Record 

Reflections on the use of the record from teachers and students. 

13. LR Privacy policy
At the web site there are three white papers, links to frequently-asked questions, and information about minimal marking and the use of small multiples for tracking student work. You will also find there over 70 bibliographic references for sources of information about the Primary Language Record and the Learning Record 

What Is the Learning Record?

Mary Barr and M. A. Syverson

The LR developed from the Learning Record/Primary Language Record, a simple, yet powerful model for accounting for learning in complex systems. It is based on humane but rigorous and responsible principles. Its method of investigation and inquiry about learning follows sound practices that have grounded research across many disciplines, from biology to economics to anthropology:

 • Observations of phenomena we wish to understand, over time and under diverse conditions.

 • Gathering diverse kinds of data from phenomena over time.

 • Interpretations based on these observations and data samples.

 • Public reporting for confirmation or challenge by peers investigating similar phenomena.

The Learning Record model integrates evaluation and assessment from the micro level (the development and achievements of an individual student) to the macro level (the performance of schools and districts statewide). The Learning Record is based on an eight-page document which provides a convenient format for gathering information about the student's development in reading and writing from diverse sources over the course of the school year. These sources include interviews with parents or caregivers, interviews with the student, observations and interpretations of the student in ongoing classroom activities by the teacher, and samples of student work that provide evidence of literacy development. The format does not dictate the kinds of classroom, reading, or writing activities or products to be included. Instead, teachers and students may include a wide variety of different kinds of materials, observations, and interpretations. The Learning Record is a public document: it is made available to students, parents, resource teachers, administrators and anyone who has an interest in the student's literacy development.

The only "rule" for using the Record is that teachers must focus their observations and interpretations on what students demonstrate they know and can do, rather than reporting their assumptions about the students' deficits. The rule comes from an obvious fact of observation: we cannot observe what isn't there, only what is there. When we talk about what students don't know or can't do, we are speculating, not observing. The Learning Record model is based on students' development, not their presumed deficits. This simple rule has had the effect of qualitatively and globally changing the ecology of instruction and evaluation in ways that support student learning.

How is it possible to interpret or assess student literacy development on the basis of such diverse activities and materials? The key lies in the use of scales which describe activities we typically see as students move through stages in their development as readers and writers. These scales are not rubrics, which describe some mythical ideal at the high end and progressively greater deficits as the scale descends. Rather, they describe observable features of development in which each stage represents positive growth based on five interdependent dimensions of learning: confidence and independence; mastery of skills and strategies; use of prior and emerging experience; knowledge of content matter; and reflection or "metacognition." The materials gathered in the Learning Record provide evidence in support of the teacher's assessment of the student's placement on these developmental scales.

The Learning Record is an open record of achievement, accessible to students and parents, maintained and monitored by the teacher for signs that students are moving toward agreed upon goals and standards. It provides a system of assessment within the classroom which can also be sampled at increasingly broader and more public levels of accountability. (examples)

Parents or other adult mentors and students themselves contribute to the Record at both the beginning and the end of the year. During the first quarter of the year, they describe the learner's interests and talents as they are seen outside the school for Part A of the Record; then, at the end of the year, they comment on the progress made in regard to those interests and talents over the course of the year, in Part C. Teachers record this information, which they collect in conferences held face-to-face, by letter or survey, or over the phone.

Throughout the course of the year, the teacher and student record brief observations of the student in a variety of reading, writing, and speaking or listening activities: alone, with one or two other students, with a large group, with the teacher. The data collection part of the Learning Record form organizes dated notes about what students demonstrate they know and understand in group discussions or oral presentations, in their responses to text, or in other aspects of their writing. The learning can be about subject matter concepts or the effective use of language, or both, depending on the aims of the course. For students fluent in other languages, teachers also observe and record evidence of growth in the student's other language literacies. These observations form the basis for the interpretive summaries in Part B of the record.

For example, one teacher observed Roberto, a twelfth grader whose first language is Spanish, as he demonstrated his ability in speaking English not only to supply evidence for his interpretation of a poem but also to acknowledge interpretations made by others. She wrote:

Roberto is animated in his poetry group discussion. As group leader today for the poem, "anyone lived in a pretty how town," he responded to the three prior group reports in surprising detail....[In response to an idea from one of these groups] Roberto remarked that his group hadn't thought about the passage of time in the repeated lines of "sun, moon, stars, rain."...

Observations such as this one are not possible under test-taking conditions, yet they reveal much about student knowledge and interest on which full literacy depends.

Part B of the Record provides summary interpretations of the student's literacy development and achievement based on the observations from the data collection form and evidence from student portfolios of work. These interpretations demonstrate the student's stage of literacy learning reflected in the developmental scales. All together, then, Parts A, B, and C plus the Data Collection Form and samples of each of the readings and writing commented on in Part B make up the complete Learning Record.

Teachers using the LR say it helps students develop and use criteria by which to judge the quality of their work. They share the scales with students, discussing them in light of grade level expectations, and help them construct rubrics for specific kinds of writing. State performance standards, district rubrics for essays, commercial and local tests all contribute to the evolving picture of student achievement of commonly agreed upon goals. The goals, set and interpreted locally, are assessed both locally and regionally, and, because they represent what the students and their parents believe are important to achieve, they are taken seriously. Student Records each year show the extent to which the student has progressed, what is next to be learned, and how the student has shown he or she learns best.

Because it joins classroom practice to the actual evidence of learning that students produce, the Learning Record system of assessment provides authentic representation of student learning. Teachers moderate their judgments of student work annually in order to assure equity and fairness in the system and also to gauge the effectiveness of the school program. They do these things as part of their own professional development, with appraisal of student work, both finished and in progress, as their professional responsibility.

The Learning Record helps teachers in individual classrooms and schoolwide manage this complex task in these ways:

 1. It integrates assessment with curriculum and instruction so all three are philosophically congruent, thereby avoiding time spent on separate test preparation. The fragmented, narrowly focused nature of current assessment practice has confused school priorities, especially in schools with large populations of poor and language-minority students. Low test scores in these schools have led to an emphasis on test-taking instead of on the acquisition of the abilities of all students to become verbally and mathematically powerful.

 2. It encourages interdisciplinary connections so that, for instance, what students write in science can be a part of the overall profile of student progress. Language and literacy performance and subject matter concept mastery can both be entered into student Records as evidence of learning across the curriculum.

 3. It encourages the view that the home or primary language and culture are bases for academic learning with second language learning considered an asset, not a deficit. The Learning Record model encourages students to use the language closest to them as they confront new concepts in order to consolidate them with those they already hold.

 4. Teachers observe students' strengths along scales of performance, confirming what students show they can do in authentic situations. Students, their parents, and their peers complement teachers' observations because they all can measure progress as defined by the Learning Record scales of performance.

 5. It involves both teacher and student in interpreting and applying information collected in portfolios of student work. The grades, points or scores on tests become evidence of what has been learned that can lead to further knowledge, independence, and skill. As apprentices in this enterprise, students are expected to take on increasing responsibility for the amount and quality of their progress. Learning Record teachers tell us that as they look for signs of progress, they begin to see ways to help students meet course standards without the pop quizzes and the unit tests‹through observation of students engaged in a project, entries in journals, reflections about particular concepts.

 6. It supports teachers in restructuring classrooms, in reshaping school reporting procedures and in reflecting on their own practices. Typically, at the end of the first year of using the Learning Record, teachers rearrange their classrooms to accommodate more group work, more student independence, more diverse learning opportunities and more long term projects. With the removal of such constraints as the Chapter 1 requirement for norm referenced testing and district regulations for charter schools, more schools can begin to use standards-referenced assessments like the LR because they comport with the changes they have been making to improve schooling.

And the time required to make such a comprehensive change seems worth it to the teachers with whom we work. Observing learners at work, documenting what they demonstrate they can do, and providing opportunities for them to proceed toward common standards have proved far more fulfilling tasks than the assign-test-score cycle familiar to all of us. Teachers, who may at first see only added work, soon come to recognize that the observations, the documentation and the learning opportunities can improve student achievement. As one secondary teacher puts it, "You trade time. You don't have to give up any time. You give up old practices and replace them with different ones. Instead of grading papers, you get out your observation tools."

In summary, then, the Learning Record model is a system of assessment which documents what students demonstrate they know and can do in natural classroom settings throughout the year. It focuses attention on the linguistic base of learning, that is, it assesses student learning as it is revealed in student talk, writing and reading, in the primary language as well as any second language. As a classroom assessment tool, its record keeping format permits students and their teachers to note learning as it happens and to establish patterns of progress on which to build further learning activities. The classroom teacher, the student and other adults familiar with the student's academic history--the parent, if possible--contribute their perspectives about the learning to the Record. Teachers collect and evaluate evidence of the quality of student work, some of which they observe as students work on classroom tasks and some of which students collect in their portfolios. As students generate, collect and reflect on completed work and work in progress throughout the year, teachers document signs that students are increasingly able to take on increasingly complex course tasks.

The evidence of learning as a natural part of classroom work culminates in an annual Record of achievement for students. The teacher analyzes and summarizes the evidence to complete the Record, which both describes and evaluates student progress in terms of performance scales in reading and writing (with mathematics in development). For validation of the classroom assessment across classrooms and schools, selections from student portfolios of work are attached to the Record to substantiate teacher observations and judgments at site and regional moderation sessions.

As we have argued, the Learning Record model seems to address many, if not most, of the problems about assessing student performance, whether in the classroom or in large scale assessment. Certainly, it departs from traditional assessment in its support for non-standardized ways to meet performance standards. Whether or not our argument wins adherents, however, we hope it raises a fundamental question about any changes in assessment to be made at a school site or in a district: What do we need a new system for? We believe we need a system like the Learning Record because the complexities inherent in diverse student backgrounds and multilingual capabilities as well as the demands and opportunities of new technologies require a more thoughtful and comprehensive look at the ways assessment affects student performance.

I believe the Learning Record model demonstrates the conceptual work that is necessary to implement a theory of composing situations as ecological systems. It also demonstrates that it is possible to achieve revolutionary changes in entrenched institutions without razing them and starting over. The entire educational project has been reconceived via the PLR/LR, yet the transformational effects have not been achieved by destroying existing social and institutional structures, nor by top-down mandate, but through local, situated practices in everyday classrooms, in both rich and poor schools. Educational administrators have been very responsive to the LR model, and state departments of education have not only expressed interest, but have lobbied for the LR as an alternative to standardized reading and writing assessments.

The conceptual work indicated by this model involves rethinking our whole approach to literacy education, requiring, in this case, close observation of naturally occurring activities, a regular practice of recording observations, summary interpretations of the meaning of the observations in terms of literacy development, and open sharing of those interpretations with the participants in the situation, who also contribute their perspectives. If this sounds like good ethnomethodology, that1s what it most closely resembles. But it also, for the first time, seamlessly integrates literacy research, pedagogy, and assessment on a common theoretical foundation and grounds it in situated practice. Instead of setting arbitrary standards for achievement, it attempts to help the development of students toward their goals of coordination with the social and physical structures in their environments.

Why Use the Learning Record in Writing Classrooms?

Rhetorical and Pedagogical Uses of the Learning Record

There are important rhetorical and pedagogical purposes for using the Learning Record model in writing classrooms, beyond the general approval currently enjoyed by portfolio evaluation. Overall, the Learning Record model engages students in the kinds of activities that foster critical thinking, foreground connections between writers, rhetoric, purposes, and audiences, and demonstrate meaningful uses of writing.

Part A gives students an opportunity to reflect on their development as readers, writers, and thinkers as they enter the class. Where students are asked to interview parents or others familiar with their development, Part A also engages students in first-hand research on a subject of great personal interest to them. They practice interviewing skills and strategies, gathering field notes, and making summary interpretations which become part of the record.

The data collection section is in two parts; it engages students in making first-hand observations of ongoing activities, and in selecting relevant examples of work demonstrating their own development over time. The observational notes, though brief, help students reflect on the relationship between direct perception and interpretation. Because these observations must present positive, rather than negative representations of activity, students are confronted with the powerful role of language in shaping perceptions of reality. The selection of samples of work engages them in matching evidence and criteria for achievement.

In the summary interpretation of Part B, students engage in synthesizing and analyzing the fragmentary data provided by the data collection section in the light of Part A. They develop interpretations of this data as representative of their development across five dimensions of literacy learning: the dimensions of confidence and independence, skills and strategies, knowledge and understanding, the use of prior and emerging experience, and reflectiveness, and they connect these dimensions to the key themes or goals of the course. They also practice summarizing a large volume of diverse data concisely.

Finally, in Part C, students present an argument for a grade, based on the reasons and evidence they have developed and provided for readers. At the midterm, they reflect on what they hope to accomplish for the remainder of the semester, and make suggestions for improving the functioning of the class. This section engages students in the process of making informed judgments based on the rhetorical process of selecting appropriate criteria, and making an argument for the judgment on those criteria supported by solid evidence, interpretations, and reasoning.

The moderation process also contributes to students' development in important ways. Students are paired to read and discuss the Learning Records of several of their peers. The partners focus on the completeness and quality of the overall portfolio of work together with its learning record. Since they have shared the same sequence of activities in the class, they can make informed suggestions for the selection of examples to be included, comment on the observations, and respond to the interpretations and conclusions about the quality of work. This activity engages students in actively reflecting on the composition of an effective portfolio of work and its overview. How much material should be included? What range of material will best represent the student's development? Should there be more observations, or a greater range of them? Increasingly, portfolios of work are being used as measures in workplace environments; even where they are not mandated, they can serve as powerful evidence of work accomplished. But beyond this rather mundane professional purpose, it also engages students in reflecting about their own development as learners, helps them take more responsibility for that development, and encourages them to pursue it actively.

The learning record does not abrogate the responsibility of the teacher to provide students, their families, and institutions with appropriate reporting about student achievement and progress; rather it helps ensure that such reporting is valid, supported by solid evidence, and meaningful. Meanwhile, this model of evaluation reflects back to students our care and concern for their continued progress, our confidence in their own observations and interpretations, and our respect for their judgments about their own learning.

 Dimensions of Learning

Learning occurs across complex dimensions which are interrelated and interdependent. Learning theorists have argued that learning and development is not an assembly-line which can be broken down into discrete steps occurring with machine-time precision, but an organic process that unfolds along a continuum according to its own pace and rhythm. The teacher (and student) is actively searching for, and documenting, positive evidence of student development across five dimensions: confidence and independence, knowledge and understanding, skills and strategies, use of prior and emerging experience, and critical reflection. These five dimensions cannot be "separated out" and treated individually; rather, they are dynamically interwoven and interdependent.

Individually, learners should expect to make progress across five dimensions:

Confidence and independence

Confidence and independence in our own reading, writing, and thinking abilities. We see growth and development when learners' confidence and independence become coordinated with their actual abilities and skills, content knowledge, use of experience, and reflectiveness about their own learning. It is not a simple case of "more (confidence and independence) is better." The overconfident student who has relied on faulty or underdeveloped skills and strategies learns to ask for help when facing an obstacle; the shy student begins to trust her own abilities and begins to work alone at times, or to insist on presenting her own point of view in discussion. In both cases, students develop along the dimension of

confidence and independence.

Skills and strategies

Specific skills and strategies involved in composing and communicating effectively, from concept to organization to polishing grammar and correctness, and including technological skills for computer communication. Skills and strategies represent the "know-how" aspect of learning. When we speak of "performance" or "mastery," we generally mean that learners have developed skills and strategies to function successfully in certain situations.

Knowledge and Understanding

Knowledge and understanding refers to the "content" knowledge gained about new technologies, rhetoric, research methods, the topics we write about, the methods of organizing and presenting our ideas to others, and so on. Knowledge and understanding is the most familiar dimension, focusing on the "know-what" aspect of learning. What is "persona" in rhetoric? Where can I find reliable information on a particular topic? What is a "home page" on the WorldWide Web? These are typical content questions.

Use of prior and emerging experience

The use of prior and emerging experience involves the ability to draw on our own experience and connect it to our work. A crucial but often unrecognized dimension of learning is the ability to make use of prior experience as well as emerging experience in new situations. It is necessary to observe learners over a period of time while they engage in a variety of activities in order to account for the development of this important capability, which is at the heart of creative thinking and its application. In predetermined learning situations we cannot discover just how a learner's prior experience might be brought to bear to help scaffold new understandings, or how ongoing experience shapes the content knowledge or skills and strategies the learner is developing.

Reflectiveness

Reflectiveness refers to our developing awareness of our own learning process, as well as more analytical approaches to reading, writing, and communication. When we speak of reflection as a crucial component of learning, we are not using the term in its commonsense meaning of reverie or abstract introspection. We are referring to the development of the learner's ability to step back and consider a situation critically and analytically, with growing insight into his or her own learning processes, a kind of metacognition. Learners need to develop this capability in order to use what they are learning in other contexts, to recognize the limitations or obstacles confronting them in a given situation, to take advantage of their prior knowledge and experience, and to strengthen their own performance.

An optional dimension: 

Creativity, originality, imagination

As learners gain confidence and independence, knowledge and understanding, skills and strategies, ability to use prior and emerging experience in new situations, and reflectiveness, they generally become more playful and experimental, more creative in the expression of that learning. This is true not only in "creative" fields such as the arts, but in nearly all domains: research, argumentation, history, psychology, mathematics. In all fields the primary contributions to the field at the highest levels are the result of creative or imaginative work. Even in the early stages of learning in a discipline, exploration and experimentation, taking new or unexpected perspectives, and playfulness should be recognized and encouraged as a natural part of the learning process. This optional dimension may be adopted as part of the Learning Record by teachers or schools to make explicit the value of creativity, originality, and imagination in students' development and achievement. Among other things, it recognizes the value of creative experimentation even when the final result of the work may not succeed as the student may hope. If we hope to foster this quality in students’ thinking and development, it is important to encourage it, to document it, and to explicitly make it a value. We make this dimension optional because there are certain classes that depend on the transfer of information (as in human anatomy, for example) or the acquisition of fundamentally technical skills (algebra, for example) where creativity and imagination may not play a significant role.

Two Sets of Principles that Ground the Primary Language Record/ K-12 Learning Record

Principles Behind Good Practice in Assessment

Myra Barrs, Ph.D.

1. Records that include evidence from homes

The 'parent conferences'--Section A1 from the PLR/LR/OLR

2. Records that include evidence from children

The language and literacy conferences with children--A2 and C2 from the

main Record

3. Recording normal behaviour in favourable contexts

The Observations and Samples--diaries of observations

4. Helpful structures for recording

The Observations and Samples--writing samples

5. Records which view errors as information

The Observations and Samples/reading samples

6. Regular, frequent, and systematic recording

the Observations and Samples--the Talking and Listening matrix

7. Recording in different formats and in different contexts, drawing on

different points of view

The Observations and Samples and the main Record

8. Records that help to make links between different aspects of

development

Section B of the main Record

9. An emphasis on positive recording

The main Record, and the Observations and Samples

10. Records that help planning and inform teaching

The main Record, and the Observations and Samples

Five Principles of LR Assessment

From: Who's Going to Interpret Performance Standards? A Case for Teacher Judgment

Dr. Mary A. Barr

Center for Language in Learning El Cajon, CA

Claremont Reading Conference 59th Yearbook, 1995

The LR system of assessment presumes that the goal of schooling is to guide and support the development of independent learners who are confident, strategically skillful, thoughtful, and habitually reflective about themselves as learners.

The five principles discussed below underpin the LR system of assessment. These principles permit the development of a student assessment which is not only congruent with current views on learning but which also can link classroom assessment to demands for public accountability.

1. Students must be assessed in favorable contexts

The set of principles which guides the LR system of assessment begins with the notion that students must be assessed in favorable contexts, that is, in situations in which they can demonstrate their capabilities. The rationale for this principle has to do with fairness and the validity of the assessment. Students have a right to be able to show what they know and can do on tasks which reflect not only school and community priorities but also their own strengths and interests.

2. Students must be assessed across a range of social and learning

situations
A second LR principle is that students be assessed across a range of social and learning situations in order that (1) teachers can support emerging skills and subject matter knowledge and (2) they can ensure that students gain experience with the demands placed on literacy, both in form and substance, in different settings. For example, the kinds of language needed in a peer group discussion about the impact of an historical event on modern culture contrasts with the language required to use the same event as evidence for an opinion in a persuasive essay for adult readers. To note student capabilities in different social/learning contexts, LR teacher observations and student reflections document language and literacy learning in individual, paired, and group settings; with adults and peers; live or recorded; formal, informal; in subject areas across the curriculum.

3. Assessment must attend to both process and product

A third principle, that assessment must attend to both process and product, complements large-scale, externally designed assessment which relies on post hoc examination of student work without first-hand knowledge of the conditions under which it was done.

4. Assessment must acknowledge the integral role of language in learning

Fourth in the list of LR system principles is that assessment must acknowledge the integral role of language in learning. The processes of speaking and listening, reading and writing both demonstrate and promote learning. . . .That language use both fosters and reveals learning is an intuitively congruent notion buttressed in the seminal works of such thinkers as Vygotsky (1978), Britton (1992), and Bruner (1990). The idea flies in the face of much current pedagogical practice, however. Darling-Hammond (1985), for instance, reports that instruction is increasingly strait-jacketed by tests and packaged instructional programs which standardize teaching practice and, I must add, prevent students from using their language to make sense of new knowledge.

5. Performance criteria must be shared among stake-holders

The fifth and final LR principle is that performance criteria must be shared among stake-holders if assessment is to truly improve teaching and learning for all students. Secrecy surrounding test making and test taking, however, has always been the norm. Only recently, with the advent of performance assessment, have questions about test content surfaced in public debate. The LR, like all performance-based assessments, uses narrative descriptors of levels of achievement at different grade levels. It is, however, a completely open record in which student performance is documented throughout the year by all who have a stake in the success or failure of the student. Parents contribute what they know about student learning and literacy at home as well as what they would like to see the student be able to do; students describe themselves as learners and provide evidence in their portfolios and journals about current demonstrations of what is being learned; teachers collect these data and add their own observations and analyses of student work compiled in the student record.

It should be pointed out here that the LR collects evidence only of what students have demonstrated they know and can do. Since judgments of performance are based on what has actually been demonstrated and recorded in the record, there are no speculations about any deficits the student may have.

Origins and development of the Learning Record

The Learning Record has been developed, with permission, from the Learning Record, which was in turn adapted from the Primary Language Record. This part of the OLR Web site provides information about the origins and development of this model of evaluation and assessment.

The Primary Language Record

The Primary Language Record was developed in London in the mid-1980's, where inner-city schools were challenged by large class sizes (up to 50 students), great ethnic and linguistic diversity among incoming immigrant students, and few resources. Teachers became convinced that standardized testing could not properly measure the literacy development of the students they were seeing, and they recognized that literacy development is fundamental to students' progress and achievement in all subjects in schools. From the theories of James Britton and Lev Vygotsky, Myra Barrs, Hilary Hester, and Sue Ellis authored the original Primary Language Record. It was founded on ten principles. Olivia O'Sullivan writes, in The Primary Language Record in Use:

As it turned out, the Record not only proved an excellent assessment and record-keeping tool, but also offered a means of in-service training and professional development for schools and teachers.

Following the initial two-year development phase, the PLR was designated for use in all London Schools. However, with the abolition of the Inner London Education Authority by the Conservative government in 1989, plans for the London-wide implementation were shelved. Instead, several hundred schools took on the PLR on a voluntary basis from 1988 onwards.

With the development in Britain of the National Curriculum and its assessment, the Primary Language Record continued to play an important role. It was recommended by the English working party group as a national model for teacher assessment:

A common format for record-keeping should be devised and employed. We recommend that. . .the approach exemplified by the Primary Language Record (Centre for Language in Primary Education) be adopted as a starting point. (The Cox Report, English for Ages 5-11, DES, 1988)

However, the recommendation for a national format was not taken up, and National Curriculum assessment became, in the words of Ron Dearing, the 'meaningless ticking of a myriad boxes' (SCAA, 1993). Meanwhile, the PLR continued to play an important role in the area of teacher assessment: by helping many teachers to provide real evidence of children's learning, and to look at how and why children are learning as well as at what they have learned. . . .

Part of the success of the PLR has been due to the fact that, built on sound theoretical principles in the area of language and literacy learning, it offers a common conceptual framework within which groups of teachers can work, and a common language for reflecting both on children's progress and their own practice.

For further information, contact the Centre for Language in Primary Education, Webber Row, London SE1 8QQW, England, email clpe@rmplc.co.uk

The Learning Record

From 1988-1990, The California Literature Project summer institutes and academies hosted staff from the London Centre for Language in Primary Education (CLPE) to learn about the Primary Language Record (PLR).Teachers were keenly interested in and enthusiastic about this model. In 1990-1991, the Literature Project sponsored a Core Development Group of teachers, K-12, representing geographic regions throughout the state to begin study of the PLR with Centre staff members. A pilot seminar series began in San Diego City Schools, conducted by two teachers from the Core Group. The California version of PLR expanded its focus to secondary schools and to all subjects.

The following year, the Chapter 1 project began and the name California Learning Record was adopted (It is now called simply the Learning Record, or LR for short.). A technical advisory committee was convened to advise on research design. The Core Group continued with Centre consultants; it expanded to include teachers from mathematics, writing, foreign language and arts projects. Core Group members conducted LR awareness sessions in their districts and schools. The San Diego City Schools pilot expanded among teachers in Chapter 1 program schools. A LR video tape was completed, and used as LR dissemination went statewide. Development was begun on a Handbook for teachers and administrators.

In 1992-93 Chapter 1 sponsorship continued. A working draft of the Handbook and other resources were distributed to teachers leading LR seminar series; by June 30 elementary and secondary preview editions were ready for purchase. Pilots in San Diego and Redding were expanded and formalized for research study to determine how teachers evaluate students in their first year of LR use. The first level of a study to use the LR to assess student progress across schools was conducted. Presentations about the LR were made to the California Reading Association, International Reading Association, National Council of Teachers of English, and other professional organizations. The response was enthusiastic.

In 1993-94, Chapter 1 continued to sponsor LR development as an assessment system with classroom, school and regional components. The Core Group reconvened and expanded to provide regional leadership. A LR Field Advisory was convened to guide LR introduction and use regionally. The Literature Project, Core Group, and LR staff united to conduct the second level of the study to validate LR assessment across schools. The California Department of Education (CDE) sought a waiver of norm referenced test requirements for up to 20 Chapter 1 schools willing to phase in the use of the LR. Statewide implementation began, drawing on the findings in the 1992-93 research study report on new teacher use, the validation study, Core Group recommendations and survey of users. Over 2500 preview editions of the handbooks were sold. Two doctoral dissertations, one M.A. thesis and several case studies on the theoretical base of the LR as well as on the results of its use were completed. The first series of regional moderations were held at 4 sites throughout California.

In 1994-95, the LR project ended its university affiliation to establish the Center for Language in Learning, a non-profit corporation to support the use of the LR as a statewide student evaluation system which integrates classroom-based assessment with teaching and learning. 10-20 schools across state began phasing in the use of the LR to prepare for the lifting of the norm referenced test requirement for Chapter 1. The Handbook, Grades K-6, was revised and published; computerized version were tested. The Core Group of teachers and Field Advisory of administrators convened to help inform LR direction. Meetings in New York City with members of the New York Assessment Network as well as beginnings of On-Line Learning Record at the University of Texas in Austin predict widening scope of PLR/LR. The second annual series of moderations (169 student records) was held at 5 sites throughout California and reports on student achievement were sent to principals. A report on the 1995 moderation readings was published and a video tape of moderation at Hopland Elementary was produced. A working paper describing the LR Assessment System was prepared and distributed.

During 1995-96, the Handbook, Grades 6-12, was revised and published; a computerized version of the LR was made available. Funding from Aaron Diamond Foundation and the Carnegie Corporation supported an International PLR/LR Seminar at Central Park East in NYC, drawing together teachers, administrators, and researchers from London, NYC and California to share findings and review a proposal for an international research project. The number of California teachers, schools, and districts phasing in the use of the LR grew in the face of a legislated phonics-only movement. The International Seminar proceedings were published. The Center for Language in Learning proposal for Illinois Learning Record was accepted; Phase 1 (3 years) began July 1, 1996. The third annual series of moderations (224 student records) held at 3 sites throughout California, reports on student achievement sent to principals, and a study on LR validity and reliability was conducted.

For more information contact the Center for Language in Learning, 10610 Quail Canyon Rd., El Cajon, CA 92021.Phone: (619) 443-6320 email: LRecord@cll.org

The Learning Record

The college-level Learning Record builds on this tradition of achievement and extends the Learning Record model in college-level courses. Research and development for an online version were started in 1994-95, originally by M. A. Syverson, who had worked as research associate for the Learning Record. Syverson's dissertation, The Wealth of Reality: An Ecology of Composition, describes writing situations as complex systems involving readers, writers, and texts, together with their environments, and argues that the Learning Record model is the best existing means of accounting for learning in the complexity of composing situations.

Together with John Slatin as co-principal investigator, Syverson submitted a proposal under the Computer Aided Education and Training Initiative sponsored by DARPA, to support the research and development of this model for MOOs and MUDs (text-based virtual environments for composing and collaboration). The proposal was funded for 1995-1997.

Meanwhile, the number of instructors using the Learning Record model in classes at UT expanded, and the materials continued to be revised and refined. In 1995-96, information about the Learning Record model began to be available at Dr. Syverson's Web site, and teachers at other institutions began to adopt the model and link to this information. A pilot test of student moderations was conducted with enthusiastic responses from students.

Presentations about the Learning Record project have been made at the College Conference on Composition and Communication, MLA, AAHE, and at the Computers and Writing Conference. In Spring, 1996, the Learning Record web site was expanded, and in Spring 2001, the web to database application was launched. The Learning Record has received numerous grants and awards for its innovative approach to evaluating learning. 

How does the Learning Record Model Compare with Existing Methods of Measurement in Assessing Student Literacy Learning?
M. A. Syverson and Mary Barr

There are three dominant models of literacy assessment besides the LR/LR/PLR in use today: grades, standardized tests, and portfolios. The first model is the classroom-based assignment of grades. 

Grades

Grades indicate the degree to which learners meet teachers' expectations for students in a particular course. This system allows for great diversity in classroom learning situations, since it does not dictate the use of standardized tasks and activities. However, it is extremely difficult to use grades as a basis for comparison across student populations, even between two classes at the same grade level and subject in the same school. Therefore, grades alone are not sufficient for determining the relative success of programs, departments, schools, or districts, for example. The system of classroom grades does reflect the teacher's proximity to the learner and the learning situation, but there are no assurances against bias, nor any substantive accountability for what is taught or learned, nor are there any real connections to current learning theory. Individual grades tend to obscure or discount students and teachers collaborative activities, to privilege products over activities, and to reinforce behaviorist assumptions about learning long discredited among learning theorists. Grades become the reward intended to motivate students to behave in certain ways or to punish them for their inability or unwillingness to perform as expected. Students and teachers gravitate towards safe, school assignments and responses. 

Standardized Testing

As a counterpoint to the grading system, and to compensate for some of its limitations, the system of standardized assessment has emerged, including such tests as the PSAT, the SAT, the ACT, various state-mandated tests, and other test packages marketed by assessment publishers. The popularity and influence of standardized tests rests on the claims of test providers for their objectivity, reliability, and generalizability. Such claims grow out of a misconceived analogy with scientific research. However, these claims have for some time now been challenged by a large number of researchers and theorists in the field of learning and development (Ball, 1993; Calfee, 1992; Freedman, 1993; Moss, 1994; Sadler,1987). For example, claims of objectivity, they argue, are seriously compromised by precisely what standardized test providers have regarded as a strong point: the removal of the test situation from authentic contexts for learning. There is also a great deal of criticism from conservative factions in the public, academics, and politicians about the steps taken by test-makers to account for the learning of students from non-mainstream cultures. The inclusion of reading passages from writers of color in the California state test of reading, for example, has been challenged loudly. The change to performance assessment by school district administrators has been met with distrust by African-Americans in San Diego, for instance, under the belief that multiple choice testing avoids teacher bias and is thus fairer to their children. 

The claims for reliability and generalizability of standardized tests have presumedly assured generations of test-takers that the tests themselves are fair. But are they? A thermometer provides an objective measure of body temperature, but taken by itself this measure reveals little about the patient's physical condition, even to the doctor, who must conduct an examination to determine the cause of an abnormal reading. Similarly, standardized test scores may take students' academic temperatures while indicating very little of what they actually know and know how to do, leaving teachers and parents to try to decide what to make of the test results. This limitation in standardized testing is true not only for measuring understanding of complex concepts but even for students grasp of the so-called basics. 

The psychometric approach to assessment relies on inferences about achievement drawn from a single performance which may or may not represent what the individual student actually knows or can do. The inferences have been drawn without knowing anything about the learning situation, the students, or their teachers. Further, and most at odds with current learning theory, these forms of assessment rely on given tasks with single answers. The tasks are, therefore, often opaque to students because they are inauthentic and because they represent only fragments of the domain of knowledge being sampled. 

A major claim for this kind of assessment is that comparability of the levels of performance can be shown across student populations--across classrooms, regions, ethnic groups, gender, socioeconomic classes. But, as Moss (1994) points out, the generalizations are based on human judgments of performance every bit as much as performance-based approaches. The question in her mind, and in ours, is "whether those generalizations are best made by limiting human judgment to single performances, the results of which are then aggregated and compared with performance standards, or by expanding the role of human judgment to develop integrative interpretations based on all the relevant evidence" (p. 8). Certainly it is important to know how well schools and their programs are working, and which students are failing to thrive in a particular environment, so that school staffs, district offices, state departments of education and legislators can direct resources appropriately. However, as Moss argues, reliability without validity is a meaningless concept (p. 10). 

When comparing test scores across populations there is a great deal dropped out of the picture, or significantly misrepresented: How well can we represent the larger populations of recently-arrived immigrants who are not yet proficient in English? Where are the children in migrant families whose education may be repeatedly interrupted, and who may not even be in school on the day the assessment is given? What about children with disabilities, or with unconventional or unrecognized capabilities, or even the students with inspired or nontraditional teachers? As a result of these difficulties, many critics have become seriously concerned with the distorting effect of standardized assessments on teaching and learning situations. Standardized norm referenced tests can provide some meager indication of the learning of students but, alone, they provide a poor measure that turns classrooms into places where teachers must prepare their students to be sorted and graded like so many cattle. 

Portfolios

These concerns with grades and standardized assessment have fueled a search for more authentic and flexible methods of assessment. A major recent development is the portfolio assessment movement. Portfolios are collections of student work, often accompanied by some student reflections on what the collection represents. The flexibility in providing materials for a portfolio allows this form of assessment to accommodate a wider range of work, as well as the potential to account for the work of students from diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds. Proponents say portfolios can capture more of the learner's progress over time than either grades or tests can. Since the materials are typically produced in the course of normal classroom activities, the portfolios are believed to provide more "authentic" assessment, that is, assessment closely linked to, and reflective of, actual learning situations. Portfolios present some challenges when it comes to assessment beyond the classroom, however. Because they are diverse compilations of materials, it is difficult to make any comparison across student populations, or to make well-supported interpretations about the effectiveness of programs, schools, or districts. It is very difficult to achieve consistent results with different readers. And it is difficult to make informed interpretations about the student's development over time. It can be expensive and time-consuming to train readers and to conduct the assessment itself, because of the volume of materials that must be sifted through. The portfolio assessment movement has attempted to address these difficulties by establishing some standard requirements for portfolios, either in terms of tasks and activities or products. The further we push in this direction, however, the closer we come to replicating the worst features of standardized assessment. 

The Learning Record model

The Learning Record model incorporates the strengths of all three of these kinds of student assessment while also addressing their weaknesses. At the classroom level, the Records compile evidence of students' learning from multiple sources, including student writing in response to class activities, their observations and interpretations of their own learning, interviews with family members or other adults, and teachers' observations and interpretations of student learning. The Record is accumulated over time, yet it is not merely additive; materials are selected to be included where they provide evidence in support of interpretations about learning. At this point, it is a more sophisticated form of portfolio evaluation, and as such, can inform grades at the classroom level. However, to be useful as an assessment of learning, we must be able to take this richly documented perspective on student learning to a larger scale. We are able to accomplish this through a unique process of moderation readings, which serve to guard against subjective bias, establish comparability, and assure validity, without sacrificing any of the benefits of authenticity. (See, for example, the technical reports on the moderation readings.) As a large-scale assessment of literacy learning, the multiple perspectives on student achievement can be used profitably without losing their contributions to understanding how students are making progress. 
While a major goal of both standardized testing and portfolio assessment is to eliminate, as much as possible, any evidence of learning supplied by the teacher, the teacher's professional judgment is central to the Learning Record. The assumption is that the adult professional in the classroom is especially situated, educated, and prepared to observe and interpret student progress and achievement in terms of our shared expectations for and understanding of literacy development. Students, too, are positioned to contribute significantly to the evaluation of their own learning. The Learning Record approach validates teachers and students' unique perspectives on student learning through a process of faculty seminars and moderation readings. In the process, teachers have the opportunity to deepen and enrich their understanding of their students as well as their awareness of effective teaching and learning practices. 

The Learning Record Plain Text Form

The Learning Record is turned in twice: once at the midterm and once at the end of the course. For explanations and examples, check out the page on student exemplars or the links below.

Your Name:
Course:
Part A
A.1 Interview with another person who knows you well-for example, a parent or other family member, close friend, or teacher. Please identify your relationship with the person and how long he or she has known you. The interview should focus on the person's impressions of your development as a reader, writer, and thinker. If you have completed a Learning Record interview like this in another class recently, you may use it here.

A.2 Reflections on your own development with respect to reading, writing, speaking and listening, and other course strands.

Data Collection

1. Observations (made periodically during the semester). Observations should include a range of interactions: individual activities, small group work, whole-class activities. These are very brief, informal notes about activity you have actually observed, rather than just opinions, feelings, or judgments. Please date each observation and put your observations in order by date. Observations should focus on activity related to the class and its course strands.

2. Samples of Work
Please provide a list of each item you've included with your Learning Record, together with a brief descriptive phrase or sentence and the date it was created.

•
Samples of written work (formal and informal writing) 

•
Samples of comments by others (professor, other students) 

*
Samples of other activities (i.e., interchanges, notes, planning diagrams, and so on) 

Part B
B.1 Midterm Summary: Summary interpretation of observations and evidence in terms of the four major strands of work and the five dimensions of learning (listed below). Be sure to connect your interpretations with specific examples included in the observations and samples of work. 

B.2 Final Summary: Summary interpretation of observations and evidence covering the whole semester in terms of the four major strands of work and the five dimensions of learning. Be sure to connect your interpretations with specific examples included in the observations and samples of work.

Four major strands of work: rhetoric, research, technology, and collaboration (your course strands may be different, depending on the course)

Five dimensions of learning:
•
confidence and independence 

•
knowledge and understanding 

•
skills and strategies 

•
use of prior and emerging experience 

•
reflectiveness (critical awareness) 

Part C
C.1 Midterm evaluation
•
Estimated evaluation in terms of grade 

•
Suggestions for your own further development during remainder of semester 

•
Suggestions for class activities or for the professor to better support learning 

C.2 Final evaluation
•
Reflections on semester's learning experience 

•
Any supplementary information or comments not included in Parts A & B 

•
Any suggestions for the professor for future classes 

•
Estimated evaluation in terms of grade 

I will honor all reasonable grade claims supported by observations and evidence.
Questions? Email Peg Syverson: syverson@uts.cc.utexas.edu

The Learning Record is based on the Learning Record. The Learning Record (LR), on which project student assessment materials have been based, is produced by the Center for Language in Learning, located in El Cajon, California. The LR is adapted with permission from the Primary Language Record (PLR), developed and copyrighted by the Centre for Language in Primary Education, Webber Row, London SE1 8QW. The PLR has been used in London elementary schools since 1985 and is now being introduced in New York City. The LR, since 1988, is being used in K-12 schools throughout California. Both centers collaborate to create the PLR/LR assessment system for classroom use and for public accountability.

Grades

(These are the grade criteria used in Peg Syverson’s classes. Teachers determine their own grade criteria appropriate to their objectives and performance standards for the course.)

Your Learning Record will provide a much richer and clearer picture of your learning, but we do need to provide the University with a grade. What do grades represent in this class?

	A
	Represents outstanding participation in all course activities; all assigned work completed, with very high quality in all work produced for the course. Evidence of significant development across the five dimensions of learning. The Learning Record at this level demonstrates activity that goes significantly beyond the required course work in one or more course strands. 

	B
	Represents excellent participation in all course activities; all assigned work completed, with consistently high quality in course work. Evidence of marked development across the five dimensions of learning.

	C
	Represents good participation in all course activities; all assigned work completed, with generally good quality overall in course work. Evidence of some development across the five dimensions of learning.

	D
	Represents uneven participation in course activities; some gaps in assigned work completed, with inconsistent quality in course work. Evidence of development across the five dimensions of learning is partial or unclear.

	F
	Represents minimal participation in course activities; serious gaps in assigned work completed, or very low quality in course work. Evidence of development is not available.


Note: Final grades for the university, unfortunately, cannot show a plus or a minus; however you may indicate a plus or minus in your midterm or final evaluation if you wish.

Absences may affect the final grade. In courses meeting twice a week, two unexcused absences may be allowed, three unexcused absences will lower the grade, and four unexcused absences will result in a failing grade for the course.

I will honor all reasonable grade claims supported by observations and evidence.


