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ASSESSING FOR LEARNING
Teaching and Learning Cycle Meets Needs for Accountability
B y  D o n  B u r g e r

S
uccessfully teaching students to
read is a challenge that has per-
plexed teachers, curriculum
developers, and researchers for
years. The federal government
has been monitoring student

reading skills at age 9, 13, and 17 since 1971.
Figure 1 indicates that there has been virtual-
ly no change in reading ability despite dou-
bling the amount of money spent on educa-
tion. Strategies used to improve student
learning include school restructuring pro-
grams, new curricula, textbooks, computer
teaching systems, and using test scores to
motivate teachers to work harder. Singly,
these efforts do not appear to be the “silver
bullet” researchers and practitioners hope for.
Why haven’t these initiatives improved stu-
dent learning? Perhaps the current results are
the best that can be obtained from the tradi-
tional teaching process used by large numbers
of teachers. The diagram in Figure 2 describes this teaching
process, which has been handed down over the decades: the
Traditional Teaching Cycle (TTC).

The Traditional Teaching Cycle
The goal of the TTC is to cover the textbook during the school
term or year (see “Features of the Traditional Teaching Cycle”).
In the first step of this process, teachers map content onto the
school calendar, and instructional units are designed in order to
meet this goal.

The second step is teaching. The pace of instruction is dictated
by the length of the school year and the number of pages in the
textbook. Whole class instruction is the basic mode of instruction
in the TTC. Instructional units target the ability level of students
at the middle of the class. The instruction will be too easy for

Features of the Traditional Teaching Cycle 

• The main purpose is to cover material.
• The pace of instruction is determined by mapping units

onto the school calendar.
• Teachers supply whole class instruction and teach to the

middle of the class.
• The most capable students are expected to learn.
• Assessments are only used for evaluation (grading). 
• There is no need to use data for informing instruction.
• The grade book is the only record of student learning.
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Figure 2. The Traditional Teaching Cycle (TTC)

some students, too difficult for others, and just right for many.
The third step is classroom assessments. In the TTC, class-

room tests are used solely for the purpose of assigning a letter
grade. In his 2002 Phi Delta Kappan article “Assessment Crisis,”
Richard J. Stiggins notes that classroom assessments are assess-
ments of learning rather than for learning. Testing signals that
learning is over.

The fourth and final phase is evaluation. Letter grades are
assigned based on test scores and other class assignments.
Classroom grading is used to motivate students, rather than to
promote student learning or more effective instruction. When
the cycle ends, teachers move on to the next unit regardless of
whether the students have learned the targeted skills and con-
tent knowledge.

Teachers using the TTC need assessment data to assign letter
grades. In fact, these teachers have few skills in using test data to

Figure 1. NAEP Reading Scores, 1971-1999

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Why No Child Left Behind is important to America. Available at
www.ed.gov/nclb/overview/importance/edlite-index.html.


