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Assessing Learning 
By Paul Epstein, Ph.D., Head of  School 
 

With fall conferences now underway, here is some general informa
on about 

assessment. It should not come as a surprise to know that the purposes and 

procedures of assessment are changing. This is due in part to having become 

a candidate school for the Interna
onal Baccalaureate Middle Years Program 

(MYP). The MYP offers students in grades 6 - 8 a comprehensive,  global per-

spec
ve, and this perspec
ve is essen
al given the incredible social, poli
cal, 

and economic developments now underway.  

 

This stands in stark contrast to how our learning was assessed. It was based 

on the expecta
ons for our adulthood as understood at that 
me. We were 

essen
ally teacher directed. We took out the same book at the same 
me. 

We turned to the same page, and we read and answered the same ques
ons. 

We took the same notes, turned in homework for the same assignments, and 

then we took the same quizzes and tests. Knowledge was assessed based on 

the ability to reorganize, reinterpret, restate main ideas, and recall. In this 

system, students with an ability to memorize succeeded  

 

Implemented during an economic era of industry, society expected schools to 

prepare children to become adults readied for a factory-mentality including 

top-down decision making and top-down supervision. The language of 

schools and industry were somewhat consistent. We were assigned tasks; we 

were promoted. We are now in the midst of an incredible world-wide social 

and poli
cal cross-over. Service-based, innova
ve-based, and thought-based 
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raise $25,000!  
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social systems and economies are 

emerging globally. To merely ready 

children for a factory-based society 

is a disservice. They will need a very 

different skill set and a very funda-

mentally different kind of educa-


on.  

 

Children must develop abili
es such 

as reasoning, innova
on, crea
vity, 

problem-solving, design, communi-

ca
on, teaming, and more. Recall 

alone is insufficient; students must 

learn to analyze, evaluate, synthe-

size, and communicate new possibil-

i
es.  

 

How does the Rochester Montessori 

School instruct children in these 

abili
es? How do we assess this kind 

of learning?  

 

The Structure of Assessment. As-

sessment at RMS is based on both 

Montessori and IB principles, devel-

opmental and academic curricula, 

learning objec
ves, and assessment 

criteria. 

 

Developmentally Appropriate Cur-

riculum. Age is an important com-

ponent of assessment;  learning in-

volves more than subject maEer. 

Toddlers, for example, are intent to 

develop coordina
on, expressive 

language, and social skills. In Chil-

dren’s House, children are intent on 

becoming independent, on becom-

ing self-sufficient. Middle school 

students seek to ini
ate, plan, and 

execute effec
ve ideas.  

 

Freedom within Limits. To enable 

development, Montessori classroom 

environments are designed to em-

power. We believe each child is a 

wondrous constella
on of unique 

capabili
es, learning styles, temper-

ament, and personality. These de-

velop most fully when a child is em-

powered and taught to make re-

sponsible choices. For this reason, 

each classroom is a developmentally 

appropriate prepared environment. 

The learning materials instruct and 

sa
sfy each child’s learning needs.  

 

However, each environment is also a 

study in limits including behavioral 

ground rules (walk, not run), work 

rules (work is used in this way and 

then is returned to the shelf, readied 

for the next person), and also the 

numbers of materials. Within these 

and other limits, children experience 

the power of choice - consequences.  

Learning to be mindful of, and learn-

ing to an
cipate the results of 

choice is a lifelong venture.  

 

Limits in the prepared environment 

also offer safety. As Montessori chil-

dren experience choosing daily, they 

learn that it is safe to take risks, try 

new works, and persevere with in-

ves
ga
ons. This is a cri
cal first 

step towards accomplishing the edu-

ca
onal goals for the 21st century. 

 

Curriculum: Montessori Materials. 

The Montessori materials teach spe-

cific concepts and skills. The class-

room guides present the materials; 

the presenta
on demonstrates  the 

use of the objects and the key con-

cept or skill. Classroom guides ob-

serve the children’s use of the mate-

rial for assessment purposes. Be-

cause the materials are sequenced, 

the guides know if a child’s use is 

appropriate for her learning, if the 

child has missed a step, or if the 

child is ready to move on. 

 

Control of Error. The materials are 

designed for inquiry and discovery. 

From repeated uses, children also 

develop two incredibly valuable 

skills for the emerging global society: 

the ability to sustain concentra
on, 

and the development of self-

discipline. When children can aEend 

in this way, they develop self-

reliance and perseverance. The ma-

terials are made with a built in con-

trol of error. This design teaches 

  

Science - the student …  

Explains the ways in which science is 

applied and used to address specific 

problems or issues  

Discusses and evaluates the effec
ve-

ness of science and its applica
on in 

solving problems or issues 

Uses scien
fic language correctly 

 

Uses appropriate communica
on 

modes such as verbal (oral, wriEen), 

visual (graphic, symbolic) and com-

munica
on formats (laboratory re-

ports, essays, presenta
ons) to 

effec
vely communicate theories, 

ideas and findings in science 

Uses a recognized referencing system 

to acknowledge the work of others 

Uses scien
fic knowledge and under-

standing to construct scien
fic expla-

na
ons 

Applies scien
fic knowledge and un-

derstanding to solve problems set in 

familiar and unfamiliar situa
ons 

Analyzes and evaluates informa
on to 

make judgments supported by scien-


fic understanding 

States a testable hypothesis and ex-

plains it using scien
fic reasoning 

Collects, organizes, interprets, and pre-

sents data using numerical and visual 

forms 

Evaluates the validity and reliability of 

the method 

Judges the validity of a hypothesis 

based on the outcome of the inves
-

ga
on 

Suggests improvements to the method 

or further inquiry, when relevant 

Below: Science objectives for students in 

the Middle Years Program (grades 6 –

8). The objectives define what the stu-

dent will be able to accomplish as a 

result of studying the subject. Each sub-

ject has a comparable list of objectives, 

and the objectives relate directly to as-

sessment criteria. 
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A kindergarten study of  leaf  shapes develops science 

knowledge and reading vocabulary.  

learners how to iden
fy and correct 

their own mistakes. The control of 

error guides a child’s discovery and 

inquiry process.  

 

For older children, learning to re-

flect on choices made as well as on 

the ac
vi
es they have completed is 

an abstract version of how the Mon-

tessori materials are made. Tomor-

row’s adults will work in circum-

stances and situa
ons that we can 

not possibly imagine. Teaching chil-

dren how to adapt through reflec-


on to the unforeseen is an essen-


al lifelong skill they will need. 

 

Assessment Measures Assessment 

with older children (kindergarten, 

elementary and middle school) 

takes on addi
onal forms and be-

gins with specific curriculum objec-


ves. You may wish to review our 

curriculum outlines at hEp://

rmschool.org/publica
ons/index . 

 

We have now adopted the learning 

objec
ves for our MYP courses for 

grades 6-8. The eight courses are 

English, Spanish, Mathema
cs, Sci-

ence, Humani
es, Music, Art, Physi-

cal Educa
on, and Technology.  

 

An example of the science course 

objec
ves from the MYP program is 

shown in blue on page 2. A lis
ng of 

the course objec
ves for Spanish is 

printed on this page. Each MYP 

course has a similar set of objec
ves. 

These objec
ves are further used as 

assessment criteria.  

 

As we proceed towards IB authoriza-


on, we are implemen
ng all of the 

course objec
ves in the Middle 

School. We are also at this 
me im-

plemen
ng the course objec
ves for 

Art, Music, Spanish, Technology, and 

Physical Educa
on objec
ves in 

grade 6.  

 

A variety of assessments are used 

including quizzes, projects, wriEen 

work, presenta
ons, observa
ons, 

composi
ons, crea
ng of products, 

designs, essays, inves
ga
ons, per-

formances, and more. Many of these 

tasks are also suitable for younger 

students. 

 

Assessing learning involves develop-

mental capabili
es, learning objec-


ves, and a variety of assessment 

measures. Our systems are evolving 

as we adopt and blend the MYP pro-

gram with our Montessori curricu-

lum.  

Below: Spanish objectives for stu-

dents in the Middle Years Program 

(grades 6 –8). The objectives de-

fine what the student will be able 

to accomplish as a result of study-

ing the subject. Each subject has a 

comparable list of objectives, and 

the objectives relate directly to as-

sessment criteria. 

 

 

 

Spanish Oral Skills 

Understands meaning of words, 

phrases, sentences 

Demonstrates accurate pronuncia
on 

Ini
ates a conversa
onal exchange 

Responds appropriately in a conversa-


onal exchange 

Expresses oneself in extended ex-

changes 

Uses vocabulary appropriately in con-

trolled exercises 

Comprehends factual informa
on 

Expresses oneself with gramma
cal 

accuracy 

Reading Skills 

Makes leEer-sound links 

Is developing a sight vocabulary 

Understands short stories and other 

texts such as ar
cles and novels 

Accurately interprets grammar to de-

rive meaning 

Wri)ng Skills 

Spells words accurately 

Completes controlled exercises 

Writes at the sentence level 

Writes with a variety of forms such as 

leEers, crea
ve wri
ng, and presen-

ta
ons 

Uses grammar accurately 

Learning Skills 

Furthers knowledge of another disci-

pline through the study of Spanish 

Demonstrates use of Spanish in the 

school and other seKngs 

Makes cultural and linguis
c compari-

sons between her/his na
ve lan-

guage and the second language 


