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This is the third in a series of four posts based on ongoing conversations with Bill Tihen.
On a recent Sunday morning I was playing badminton with my nine-year old daughter. Our rallies were
extraordinarily long, we had really gotten the hang of it.
Then she said, “Let’s count how many we do!” She served the birdie off the edge of her racket into the net. “0.” She
sent the next one over and I missed it. We couldn’t get another good rally going. Soon she asked if we could switch
activities.
During the long rallies we experienced a feeling of “uplift,” the sense of each one of us doing well on account of the
other, the sense that we were able to help each other have the next good shot. Individually we were a good team
and being a good team made us good individually. We were in a state of “flow.”
When Bill speaks about uplift, he focuses on the creation of an atmosphere in which students build on existing
strengths and grow their self-confidence. Bill feels that students are more likely to find joy in learning when they
start from a position of strength, and that redirecting them from distracting activities toward helpful activities is
easier. An uplifted atmosphere is full of exploration and meaningful context, one in which stress is reduced by
focusing on what students do well.
Dangerous to an atmosphere of uplift are traditional assessment practices. Assessment shouldn’t hinder
motivation or impede performance – think of our terrible badminton shots when we started focusing on
assessment! We need to avoid letting our assessment practices lead to student behavior that is safe for the
assessment practice but damaging to a creative sense of exploration. Assessment serves learning, not the other
way around.
For example, in our 3D Nautical Design class, where students designed and printed plastic boats, students tested
the boats in a pool of water so that everyone could see what boat designs work and which do not. Assessment (and
reflection) is needed to advance the learning. Students test as they are ready to test, not to demonstrate mastery,
but to discover the next step, the next improvement. The students are experimenting with the performance issues
that they are designing for. They don’t need a teacher to tell them if a boat is right or not, they will see for
themselves if it can’t handle a payload or gets swamped by a wave. Assessment becomes personal, with a goal of
iterative improvement, which can actually contribute to the atmosphere of uplift. Assessment is not a teacher’s
judgment of ability, which ranks students against each other or to levels on a rubric. Assessment is what is needed
to take the next logical step, discovered by the student.
Uplift by focusing and building on strengths. Increased ownership and student agency will follow.
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camps, the middle school at LAS, and most recently, edge, a high school program which offers an alternative to traditional
school through greatly increased student agency. His current interests are the documentation of edge, pulling agile into
education, and self-regulation for both students and teachers.
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