
Collaborative Teaming and Innovative 
Assessment Strategies Improve Math 
Estimation Scores by 31 Percentage Points
Sorrento Springs Elementary School, Ballwin, Missouri
Assessment Training Institute (ATI)

Demographics

 › School in greater St. Louis area

 › Title I School

 › Grades K–5

 › 29% free and reduced lunch

 › 74% white

 › 8% African American

 › 6% Hispanic

 › 6% Asian

 › 5% Multiracial

 › 18% special education

Challenge

In the fall of 2010, the principal and the three third grade teachers at 
Sorrento Springs Elementary School met with the district professional 
learning facilitator, Dan Tripp, to identify consistently low areas of  
student performance and work on closing the gaps. 

Principal Jennifer Martin had previously facilitated a book study 
group, based on the ATI learning team model, around the ATI 
textbook Classroom Assessment for Student Learning: Doing It Right—
Using It Well, which the team used as their basis for their work. 
“We’ve moved away from the traditional ‘sit and get’ staff meeting 
toward a university style course where teachers have ‘homework’ 
to study, read, or put into practice,” said Dr. Martin.

As part of this program, teachers had studied formative assessment. 
“We knew this was the direction we wanted to take,” said teacher 
Allison Love. “Our goal was to create common formative assessments 
to monitor student needs.” The team identified math, specifically 
estimation, as the first area of focus, since this was an area of difficulty 
for many students. 

Implementation

The first step was to create “anchor papers,” based on the 
Assessment Training Institute model, so that students could see 
a continuum of  strong and weak work and move toward self-
assessment. The third graders were given a sample estimation 
problem with two numbers and asked to estimate the sum 
and explain their thinking, with no prior teaching. Students had 
previously studied rounding, with one number. 

The teachers sorted the papers to create a continuum and a rubric 
with four levels, each illustrated by one anchor paper—Level 1: 
Student needs help estimating; Level 2: Student can round but 
cannot estimate; Level 3: Student can estimate to find the sum; and 
Level 4: Student can explain how he or she solved the problem.
Students then reviewed the anchor papers and self-assessed 
where they fell on the continuum. “This was very powerful,” said 
teacher Maureen Stasen. “Students were able to build a deeper 
understanding of  their errors. They could see what they needed to 
do next time around.” 

Learning targets were set for each student, and the anchor papers 
were used to facilitate a class discussion on estimation. Following 
the ATI model of  differentiated instruction, students at Level 1 
received primarily teacher-led instruction, students at Levels 2 and 
3 practiced on their own with some help from the teacher, and 
students at Level 4 were assigned enrichment activities.

With the anchor papers posted on the walls, the teachers continually 
engaged students in conversation about any errors. “Students might 
be able to see their errors one time, but they needed practice in 
a variety of  settings to integrate into their understanding,” said 
teacher Emily Walkenhorst.

“Students were able to build a deeper under-
standing of their errors. They could see what 
they needed to do next time around.”

 — Maureen Stasen, third grade teacher, 
    Sorrento Springs Elementary School



improved by 31 percentage points. “Our goal was to help every 
student reach Level 3 or 4,” said Ms. Walkenhorst, “and we 
were able to accomplish that. Our students are all spread out in 
proficiency, but once they become proficient at the learning target, 
they can move on.” 

“The anchor papers and scoring guides have changed our teaching 
practice in setting up students for success,” said Ms. Love. The ATI 
model has proven to be motivating for students, including the quieter 
ones, who stepped up because they were able to take learning into 
their own hands. “Students now decide what constitutes the different 
levels and sort the papers themselves,” said Ms. Walkenhorst.

As a next step, Mr. Tripp plans to address the goal setting and 
reflection strategies from Seven Strategies of  Assessment for Learning 
in upcoming professional development sessions at Sorrento Springs.

Students were then given a performance task to connect the 
concept of  estimation with the real world, in which they first 
selected five books from the familiar Scholastic book order form 
and estimated the total number of  pages, and then estimated the 
retail price for each book and found the difference between the 
Scholastic price and the retail price. “This allowed us to see who 
could really transfer the concept,” said Ms. Stasen. Finally, students 
were each given 750 teacher bonus points and asked to estimate 
how many books and which books they could buy.

The third grade team started a professional learning community, and, 
through the work of  the PLC, extended their practice across the 
math curriculum and into other subject areas, integrating concepts 
from another ATI textbook, Seven Strategies of  Assessment for 
Learning. Throughout the implementation, Mr. Tripp and his team 
supported the school at a variety of  levels, providing job-embedded 
professional development in the classroom and supporting the 
principal with professional learning needs.

Results

Six months after the Assessment Training Institute implementation 
began, students’ district assessment scores on estimation items 

“  The anchor papers and scoring guides have 
changed our teaching practice in setting up 
students for success.”

— Allison Love, third grade teacher,
    Sorrento Springs Elementary School
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School Surpasses District on Post-Assessment by 22 Percentage Points

Percentage of  students answering estimation items correctly on district 
pre-assessment and post-assessment
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