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Standing with Students: A Children’s Rights Perspective on Formative Literacy 

Assessment 

 

I presented a conceptual paper that argues for placing children’s right at the center of 

formative literacy assessment. I developed a framework for assessment based on the 1989 

United Nations Conventions for the Rights of the Child my own research in literacy 

assessment. I also show how some guidelines within that framework can meet Common 

Core State Standards (CSSS).  Below is the report from my paper.  

 

Introduction 

In our current educational climate of accountability and high stakes assessment, how can 

we stand with students to create assessment opportunities situated in equity and learners’ 

rights that recognize multi-dimensionalities of literacy learning (Elwood & Lundy, 

2010)? Further, how do we stand up as literacy educators with teachers to design 

formative assessments that evaluate attributes such as resiliency, reciprocity (Johnston, 

2005)?  Resiliency is persevering in challenging learning situations, and reciprocity is a 

readiness to take up collaborative work while being comfortable with ambiguity 

(Johnston, 2005). These are key to literacy. Current formative assessments are not often 

designed for students to demonstrate these aspects of learning. This essay addresses these 

questions by developing four guidelines for re-imagining formative literacy assessment 

from a children’s rights perspective and providing examples of strategies and assessments 

that align with those guidelines. Formative assessment is teachers, students, and others 

collecting and interpreting evidence about student growth and achievement to make 

decisions about instruction (Black and William, 1998). 

 

A Children’s Rights Perspective 

The 1989 United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNRC) identified broad 

rights of children including provision rights, protection rights, and participation rights 

(Lansdown, 1994). The right of participation is crucial in formative literacy assessment. 

Educators need to think seriously about participation rights and the ramifications for 

assessment. To spur this thinking, I argue for reconceptualizing childhood as relational in 

which children are “actively involved in construction of their own social lives, the lives 

of those around them, and of the societies in which they live” (James & Prout, 2015, p. 

5). 

Childhood in American education is traditionally viewed as a time of becoming, 

innocence, vulnerability, and protection (Mayall, 2002). Children should be protected 

within a society.  However, traditional views can diminish agency and position children 

in schools with little voice in their own learning trajectories (Elwood & Lundy, 2010). 

Recent scholarship challenges this perspective and encourages rethinking childhood as 
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socially constructed, relational, and dialogic, thus expanding children’s agency for their 

lives (James & Prout, 2015; Quennerstedt, & Quennerstedt, 2014). This view of 

childhood positions students as active participants in formative assessment. Researchers 

have also argued for the social construction of literacy (Bloome & Green, 2015; Cook-

Gumperz, 2006) with implications for schooling—especially in day-to-day classroom 

assessment practices. Through research, I sought to reconceptualize formative assessment 

around student rights (Crumpler, 1996; Tierney, Crumpler, et. al., 2003).  

 

Reimagining Formative Literacy Assessment 

Bringing together assessment inquiry, shifting views of literacies, and research on 

childhood, I developed four guidelines for formative literacy situated in children’s rights.  

 

 Formative assessment is a participatory partnership in which teachers stand with 

students. 

 Assessment opportunities in which teachers stand to explore social futures with 

students are vital. 

 Prospects for deep self-assessment in which students stand up for themselves 

must be central to formative assessment.  

 Processes of appeal in which students can stand up to challenge others’ 

interpretations of their literacy learning are critical.  

 

This next section provides examples of assessments to explore these guidelines. 

Assessment Practices that Align with the Guidelines 

 

1. Formative assessment is a participatory partnership in which teachers stand 

with students. 

 Students leading conferences in which year-long and monthly goals are 

developed with checklists to track these goals; 

 Teams of student researchers investigating questions with teachers, collecting, 

and analyzing data; and, 

 Students collaboratively designing multi-modal texts and creating rubrics for 

evaluation. 

 

2. Assessment opportunities in which teachers stand to explore social futures 

with students are vital—CCSS Anchor Standards:CCSS.ELA-

Literacy.CCRA.R.7 

Integrate and evaluate content presented in diverse media and formats, 

including visually and quantitatively, as well as in words.1 

 

 Students designing tableaus to embody interpretation. Tableaus are silent 

frozen moments in which students arrange themselves to signify meaning; 

 Students composing in role to show multiple perspectives; and, 

 Students using social imagination in classroom drama to create pasts or 

futures for characters in literary texts 

 

http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/CCRA/R/7/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/CCRA/R/7/
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3.    Prospects for deep self-assessment in which students stand up for themselves     

must be central to formative assessment—CCSS Anchor Standards Integration of 

Knowledge and Ideas:CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.8 

Delineate and evaluate the argument and specific claims in a text, including the 

validity of the reasoning as well as the relevance and sufficiency of the evidence 

 Students self graphing growth across subjects as well as other social 

aspects of their lives; 

 Students developing digital portfolios as sites for goal setting, dialogue-

thus emphasizing assessment as interactive processes; and  

 Students composing narrative self-reflections that look unflinchingly at 

strengths and areas for growth. 

 

4. Processes of appeal in which students can stand up to challenge others’ 

interpretations of their literacy learning are critical. 

 Detailed processes taught as tactics of formative assessment; 

 Opportunities for joint decision making which position students as experts 

on their own learning; and, 

 Acknowledging multiple interpretations and opening up conversations for 

those interpretations. 

 

These assessments and instructional strategies are not new. However, when reframed 

through a children’s rights perspective they become catalysts for new learning spaces 

where students imagine, reflect, interpret, and argue for themselves and their rights to do 

so are encouraged. A children’s rights perspective invites teachers to re-imagine 

formative literacy assessment as local practices in which community and participatory 

partnership are emphasized while also envisioning assessment as situated in international 

dialogues about larger goals of students’ social futures. Reimagined in this way, 

formative assessments become generative sites for teachers to stand with students as 

learners. 
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