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Reflective Assessment: 
Providing Alternative Approaches 

to Student Voice 

Formative assessment is one of the 
instructional practices teachers use to 
improve student achievement (Black & 
Wiliam, 1998). There are many strategies 
for deploying formative assessment such 
as pair share, think aloud, exit slip, journal 
entry, and two sentence summary. These 
types of strategies are extensions of broader 
categories of classroom activity organized 
around observing, questioning, writing, 
illustrating, performing, and discussing. 
As these strategies and categories suggest, 
there are countless ways for implementing 
formative assessment. However, effective 
formative assessment shows some common 
features (Bell & Cowie, 2001). It directs 
teacher planning and instruction; it provides 
an evaluation of the effectiveness of learning 
activities; it shapes students’ understanding 
of their own competence; and it emphasizes 
content mastery over content coverage. 
Effective formative assessment also consists 
of interaction, characterized by feedback, 
differentiated support, and reflection (Bell 
& Cowie, 2001).

The role of the teacher in deploying 
effective formative assessment is critical, 
but so is the role of the student. According 
to Black and Wiliam (1998) “for formative 
assessment to be productive, pupils should 
be trained in self-assessment so that they 
can understand the main purposes of their 
learning and thereby grasp what they need 
to do to achieve” (Black & Wiliam, 1998, p. 

85). Elements of effective self-assessment in-
clude understanding the learning objective, 
along with knowledge of current and desired 
performance. It also means that students 
self-assess with the learning objective as the 
reference point.

Student Voice and Metacognition
The way many teachers in Washing-

ton conceptualize and engage students in 
self-assessment is through student voice. 
According to Washington ProTeach (2013), 
student voice shows evidence of learning 
from the students’ perspective. It also in-
cludes a personal assessment of learning pro-
cess and performance. Effectively evaluating 
these elements requires a learning target that 
students can articulate in their own words, 
without which it is difficult to identify and 
close performance gaps. Student voice pro-
vides a precise definition of self-assessment 
predicated on standards-based instruction. 
However, there are alternative theory con-
structs for defining self-assessment, such as 
metacognition.

Metacognition means thinking about 
one’s own thinking. The term itself derives 
from the Greek word meta (after or beyond) 
and the Latin word cognoscere (to know or 
ponder). Students engaged in metacogni-
tive thinking consider subject matter and 
process, but they also consider affective 
elements, such as importance, value, and 
meaning. Similar to student voice, metacog-

nition includes the way students monitor 
and evaluate their own achievement (Brown, 
1978). Unlike student voice, metacognition 
includes a broader array of self-assessment 
activities, for example, open-ended ques-
tions independent of a learning target which 
may invite divergent responses.

Including student voice activities in 
daily lessons serves several functions, not the 
least of which is improving student under-
standing of current and desired performance 
with respect to a desired outcome. However, 
effective teaching requires consideration of 
many variables, some of which exist outside 
of standards-based instructional models. 
Engagement is one of these and effective 
teachers understand that maintaining it 
means considering the full range of emo-
tions associated with learning (Reeve, 2006). 
Engagement is often elusive and fleeting. 
Establishing it requires careful planning, 
and maintaining it requires effort. One way 
teachers promote engagement is to vary 
activities. A useful approach for doing this 
is to apply alternative theories to existing 
practice.

Reflective Assessment Strategies
Metacognition provides an alternative 

theory base applicable to student voice, and 
readily enables educators to extend how 
they engage students in self-assessment 
activities. Broadly defined, these practices 
include elements of self-assessment, and also 
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self-monitoring and self-regulation. They are 
identifiable through active participation of 
students in evaluation of subject matter and 
learning process. A practical set of methods 
for integrating these kinds of activities in 
the classroom is reflective assessment, which 
consists of eliciting student reflections 
through writing, speaking, and illustrating, 
across content areas, both independently 
and collaboratively (Ellis, Bond, & Denton, 
2012). Some examples of reflective assess-
ment strategies follow.

I Learned Statements. The basic char-
acteristics of reflective assessment are shown 
in I Learned statements, which are com-
ments spoken or written by students sum-
marizing whatever they learned from the 
lesson (Ellis, 2010). There are various ways 
to implement I Learned, such as having 
students share their thinking with nearby 
peers, or writing an Exit Slip. Questions for 
eliciting I learned statements include

•	 What did you learn?

•	 What part of the lesson did you find 
most interesting?

•	 What is the value of what you 
learned?

•	 What do you think you will remem-
ber from today’s lesson?

A strategy similar to I learned is Key 
Idea Identification (Ellis, 2010), which 
depends on larger and broader unit-related 
goal statements, sometimes referred to as as 
the unit focus, central focus, guiding ques-
tion, essential question, big idea, or concept. 
Questions for engaging students to share 
their thoughts about the key idea of the unit 
include

•	 How does yesterday’s lesson relate to 
today’s lesson?

•	 How do you summarize what you 
have learned from these last few days?

•	 What is the key idea that explains 
our activities over the last few weeks?

Clear and Unclear Windows uses 
comparisons, rather than lesson or unit 
goals, as its subject matter (Ellis, 2010). 
Making comparisons is an effective method 
of instruction (Marzano, Pickering, & 
Pollock, 2001). Venn diagrams, tables, and 
graphs are visual representations of compari-
son. A t-chart is a simple table comparing 
two or more characteristics of things. Mark-
ing one side clear and another side unclear 
turns the chart into Clear and Unclear Win-
dows. Students use the chart for identifying 
parts of the lesson that make sense and those 

that are confusing.
Another visual learning activity is 

Learning Illustrated (Ellis, 2010), which 
many students find particularly engaging 
since most school work involves master-
ing and manipulating numbers and letters. 
Images, pictures, diagrams, and other visual 
representations, are just as important, and 
more readily understood by learners since 
most brain activity is occupied with process-
ing visual information (Medina, 2008). 
Some prompts for eliciting illustrations 
include

•	 What picture can you draw to show 
your learning?

•	 Summarize your learning by illustrat-
ing a graphic organizer.

•	 How can you represent this informa-
tion as a diagram?

•	 Assemble a flow chart to show the 
events or steps.

A final strategy is to have students 
switch roles with the teacher and instruct a 
peer through I Can Teach (Ellis, 2010). The 
Latin proverb, By learning you will teach; by 
teaching you will understand, summarizes 
this strategy. Activities for engaging students 
in I Can Teach are similar to those effec-
tive educators use for planning lessons, and 
include

•	 Articulating the learning target

•	 Designing and deploying an activity

•	 Assessing the results

•	 Reteaching if needed

Conclusion
Formative assessment is one of the most 

effective instructional practices educators 
use to improve achievement. Self-assessment 
is a critical part of this process and the way 
teachers in Washington define it is through 
student voice. Student voice depends on 
the same theory base as metacognition. 
However, heavy emphasis on standards-
based models of instruction can limit the 
range of metacognitive elements deployed in 
classrooms. One of these elements is engage-
ment, which effective educators cultivate 
by using varied instructional practices. 
Reflective assessment strategies provide an 
alternative set of activities for implementing 
student voice. Strategies such as I Learned, 
Key Idea Identification, and I Can Teach en-
able students to address questions of value, 
interest, and meaning. Permitting students 
to address these ideas in divergent ways 
adds stimulating irregularity to classroom 

experiences, without sacrificing alignment 
between teaching, learning, and assessment.

References
Bell, B., & Cowie, B. (2001). The characteristics 
of formative assessment in science education. 
Science Education, 85(5), 536-553.

Black, P., & Wiliam, D. (1998). Inside the black 
box. Phi Delta Kappan, 80(2), 139-148. 

Brown, A. L. (1978). Knowing when, where, and 
how to remember: A problem of metacogni-
tion. In R. Glaser (Ed.), Advances in instructional 
psychology: Volume 1 (pp. 77-165). Mahwah, NJ: 
Erlbaum.

Ellis, A. K. (2010). Teaching, learning, and assess-
ment together. Larchmont, NY: Eye on Educa-
tion.

Ellis, A. K., Bond, J. B., & Denton, D. W. (2012) 
An analytical literature review of the effects of 
metacognitive teaching strategies in primary 
and secondary student populations. Asia Pacific 
Journal of Educational Development, 1, 9–23.

Marzano, R. J., Pickering, D. J., & Pollock, J. 
E. (2001). Classroom instruction that works. 
Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and 
Curriculum Development.

Medina, J. (2008). Brain rules. Seattle, WA: Pear 
Press.

Washington ProTeach (2013). Entry 1 Profes-
sional growth and contributions: Entry direc-
tions. Retrieved from http://www.waproteach.
com/entries/entry1.html

Reeve, J. (2006). Extrinsic rewards and inner 
motivation. In C. Evertson, C. M Weinstein, & C. 
S. Weinstein (Eds.), Handbook of classroom man-
agement: Research, practice and contemporary 
issues (pp. 645-664). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

David W. Denton, Ed.D., is an Assistant 
Professor at Seattle Pacific University. His 
research interests include instructional 
practices, instructional technology, and 
reflective thinking.

John B. Bond, Ed.D., is an Associate Profes-
sion of Educational Leadership at Seattle 
Pacific University. Among his research 
interests are formative assessment, leader-
ship style, and instructional supervision.

Arthur K. Ellis, Ed.D., is Professor of Educa-
tion and Director of the Center for Global 
Curriculum Studies at Seattle Pacific 
University. He is also a Corresponding 
Professor at the University of the Russian 
Academy of Education in Moscow, and the 
author of more than 20 books.

http://www.waproteach.com/entries/entry1.html
http://www.waproteach.com/entries/entry1.html

