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I

n 2007, Elaine Brouwer unpacked some important

for learning with appropriate and flexible supports. Fol-

ideas on assessment in the pages of the Christian

lowing this, I discuss some ways in which I have sought to

Educators Journal. It was a remarkable article. One

implement this framework to increase the effectiveness of

concept from that article has remained front-of-mind for

peer and self-assessment with my students.

me over the years: Assessment is best done with students,
and when it is, it can be a blessing. The idea of assessment

Restorative Assessment

with students means giving over some of the traditional

I have frequently used the term restorative assessment

responsibility of assessment to students themselves, a

in my B. Ed. classes. This term is rooted in a very basic

process often referred to as peer and self-assessment.

understanding of restorative practice. According to

Assessment, simply put, is the process of gathering infor-

Amstutz and Mullet, restorative practice is a “long-term

mation about learning. Peer and self-assessment requires

process that hopefully leads our children to become

teachers to believe that students are capable of receiving

responsible for their own behavior” (10). Ultimately the

and acting on this information.

focus is on teaching students a process by which they
see their actions in the context of community and then
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There are many strategies available for peer and self-

respond appropriately when conflict occurs. Wachtel

assessment. Teachers need to make decisions in the

offers a helpful matrix to understand restorative practice.

specific context of their classroom, guided by policies

By aligning levels of behavioral control—found in the

established by their individual boards and administra-

form of limit-setting or behavioral expectations—with

tors. Not all techniques and strategies fit equally well in

support, Wachtel illustrates different forms of discipline.

every context. We need a framework that can be used by

Low expectations accompanied by low support create

teachers in their decisions about assessment within their

a neglectful environment. These same low expectations

particular context, whether that is assessment of/for/as

when met with high levels of support create a permissive

learning or teacher/peer/self-assessment. In this article, I

environment. When high expectations are met with very

explore an assessment framework that I have found help-

little support, a punitive environment is created. Finally,

ful in my own practice. It is rooted in a restorative practice

Wachtel arrives at a restorative environment, where high

paradigm, one that combines transparent expectations

expectations are met with high levels of support.

2014/2015

. cse

Volume 18 Number 2

.

Restoring Peer and Self-Assessment

HIGH
CONTROL (limit-setting discipline)

Figure 1

TO

WITH

punitive

restorative

authoritarian

authoritative

NOT

FOR

LOW

neglectful

permissive

irresponsible

paternalistic

HIGH

SUPPORT (encouragement, nurture)

Image from: www.iirp.edu/what-is-restorative-practices.php
Using Amstutz and Mullet as a starting point, I propose the
following: Restorative assessment is a long-term process
that leads students to become increasingly responsible for
their own learning. With this definition in mind, I return to
Wachtel’s grid. It is not my purpose here to discuss what
neglectful, punitive, and permissive assessment might look

Restorative assessment is a
long-term process that leads
students to become increasingly
responsible for their own learning.

like (although there may be a need for such a discussion).

When I consider peer and self-assessment within this

Rather, I would like to turn our attention to the top-right

framework, the following idea emerges: Peer and self-

corner of Wachtel’s grid, where teachers take an authorita-

assessment can be effective when students are very clear

tive stance while assessing with their students. In this quad-

about their learning goals and have been taught ways in

rant, I reimagine the vertical axis as clear learning expecta-

which they can understand and respond to their progress

tions. The horizontal axis is defined as appropriate support.

towards those goals.
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Transparent Learning Goals

required to write effectively. This approach provides a

Peer and self-assessment require that learning goals be

path for students to become increasingly responsible for

transparent, clearly stated, and easily understood. This is

their own learning. Not only do they learn how to write

most effective when teachers and students set the learn-

the essay; they learn how to learn how to write the essay.

ing goals together. The teacher is ultimately the one who
outcomes. Students, however, can take part in determin-

Appropriate Support: Descriptive
Feedback and Learning Conversations

ing the nature of the journey that is taken to achieve

To move in the direction of students becoming increasingly

these outcomes. They can also take part in setting criteria

responsible for their own learning, students need a frame-

by which their journey will be assessed. The activity of

work for support. This framework should enable teachers to

determining expectations and criteria together provides

show students how they are doing in their progress towards

crucial assessment information. As Davies writes:

the goals and to encourage students to assess this progress

connects the goals to the essential learning/curricular

for each other and themselves. Descriptive feedback and

When we ask students what is important in
creating a map, writing a story, doing a research
report, or presenting to a small group, they get
a chance to share their ideas. When teachers involve students in setting criteria, they
learn more about what the students know, and
students come to understand what is important
while they learn. (55, 56).
When we involve students more often in setting their
own learning goals and judging what criteria should be
used to assess their progress, students become more
engaged from the start and may gain understanding even
through the process of deciding what and how to learn.
Consider the following example: If I were teaching a class
how to write a persuasive essay and wanted to involve
students in setting learning goals and establishing
criteria, I could do the following:
•

have the students read a number of persuasive essays;

•

ask them to discuss and write down the different
characteristics of these essays;

•

have them decide which essays are most effective and
why;

•

have them decide which ones are least effective and why;

•

identify the common characteristics of an effective
persuasive essay based on what they have seen;

•

work together to create success criteria, or a list of
things to look for (e.g., “This is what we look for when
we write a persuasive essay . . .”).

Rather than simply telling students what a persuasive
essay looks like, the process described above triggers
prior knowledge about essay writing, engages students
in discovering for themselves what makes a good essay,
and leads towards a common understanding of what is
32
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learning conversations are important for such assessment.
Descriptive feedback is an essential element within
this assessment framework. It is, however, an element
of learning that needs to be clearly understood and
carefully applied. According to Wiggins, descriptive
feedback must be characterized by the following: It must
be goal-oriented, tangible and transparent, actionable,
user-friendly, timely, ongoing, and consistent. Simply
stated, descriptive feedback must be phrased in such a
way that students can quickly understand how it will help
them achieve their goal. Chappuis and Chappuis use the
following three questions to achieve this purpose:
1. Where am I going?
2. Where am I now?
3. How can I close the gap?
Teachers can model effective feedback by using this threequestion approach. Once the teacher presents this format,
students can use it to provide feedback to each other through
peer assessment, and eventually use it to assess themselves.
Such feedback is effective only when students know where
they are going in the first place. Consider the persuasive
essay example once more. Students have taken part in determining what to look for in a good essay in a previous lesson.
They can now refer to these criteria as they give feedback to
each other during the writing and editing phase.
Learning conversations are also an important element
of assessment. Such conversations often take place near
the end of the learning cycle, once there is a product or a
performance to talk about. Learning conversations offer
an opportunity for reflection and can be used as a form of
summative assessment. According to Davies, learning conversations can be face-to-face or written, as in a journal.
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Like descriptive feedback, learning conversations can be modeled using templates or forms, with prescribed questions such
as the following: Which assignment are you most proud of?
Why? Which assignment gave you the most difficulty? What did
you learn from it? Conversations can also be structured to follow
a pattern similar to the questions used in restorative practice:
1. What happened? (How does this assignment show what you
have learned?)

To move in the direction of students
becoming increasingly responsible for
their own learning, students need a
framework for support.

2. What were you thinking about when this happened?
(Why did you do decide to do this the way you did?)
3. What have you thought about since? (Now that you are
done and have seen other examples of this work, what
do you think?)
4. What will you do to be more effective the next time?
(How will you improve?)

Much like the three-question descriptive feedback format, a
learning conversation script can be taught and modeled by the
teacher so that students can engage in their own conversations
with each other. The process provides crucial assessment
information, but also teaches students how to reflect on their
own learning in the future.

Conclusion

1

If the goal of assessment is to enable students to become

What happened?
How does this assignment show
what you have learned?

increasingly responsible for their own learning, peer and selfassessment are essential components of the school experience.
Does this mean we educators are trying to teach ourselves
out of a job? No, but it might mean we need to rethink what
we do in the classroom. Within the restorative assessment
framework described in this article, the achievement of
learning goals could begin with teacher assessment, then

2

move towards peer assessment, and finally to student self-

What were you thinking
about when this happened?
Why did you decide to do this the way you did?

assessment. When students can assess themselves, we know
they have learned. Once we know this, the goals change, the
bar is raised, and the journey begins anew.
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