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This fall the Director of the Bourn Idea Lab Angi 
Chau and Physics Teacher Bryan Valek initiated a 
new course Engineering I: The Design and Science 
of Everyday Things. In this interdisciplinary class, the 
girls are learning physics concepts and cultivating 
engineering skills in the context of creating real-
world products. For example, after learning about 
circuits, the girls were asked to design a theft-
detection device incorporating the principles of 
electronics they had studied. But quizzes, mid-
terms, and written final exams do not capture all 
that students have really learned from experiential 
projects like this one.

As the first step, Dr. Chau and Mr. Valek created 
a new assessment protocol for this course 
which emulates the engineering design process. 
Once students develop and demonstrate their 
prototypes, they must document their group’s 
ideas and creative process in the same journal 
format professional engineers use to communicate 
their designs to others. Students are not graded 
on whether their prototypes work, but rather 
are expected to demonstrate an understanding 
of the underlying concepts through their journal 
documentation. More specifically, girls must 
describe their process of brainstorming, creating 
and improving their prototypes.

This kind of assessment is new for both teachers 
and students and Castilleja is at the forefront of 
the movement to expand the definition of what is 
important to assess. With an Educational Leadership 
Grant from the Edward E. Ford Foundation, we 
have established the Partnership for 21st Century 
Assessment to design tools that will capture the key 
competencies that will enable students to excel in 
college and in their careers.

Through the design journal, Dr. Chau and Mr. Valek 
gain insight into the girls’ knowledge of physics 

Assessing What’s Important
by Karen Strobel, Director of the Partnership for 21st Century Assessment

The pursuit of our motto “Women Learning, Women Leading” has led 
Castilleja to infuse our curriculum with a scaffold of relevant, hands-
on, and real-world educational experiences, in order to educate young 
women to become the innovators and change agents who will tackle 
the complex challenges of tomorrow. How we assess these innovative, 
experiential programs is the next big question.

feature

and engineering concepts as well are their ability 
to pursue open-ended problems. These insights 
help them refine future lessons and assignments 
to better support the girls’ learning. Feedback 
from the design journals helps the girls celebrate 
their accomplishments and identify areas for 
improvement that they can apply to future 
challenges in this course and extend to lessons in 
other courses as well. 

This is significant because as educators, students 
and parents, we are most familiar with the tools 
for measuring knowledge but not for measuring 
the skills needed for open-ended problem solving. 
Nevertheless, there is increasing awareness in the 
educational community that our girls will need 
the social adaptability, intellectual plasticity and 
innovative creativity necessary to apply their 
strong knowledge-base to new fields and new 
media. Today’s students will likely be working with 
technologies we have yet to develop, enjoying 
careers we have yet to envision and confronting 
problems we have yet to imagine. And, to 
successfully navigate the complex relationships of 
their local and global communities, they will need 
to both work collaboratively and lead effectively. 
Acquisition of these competencies is hard to capture 
with traditional tools for assessment.

In my first year as Director of the Partnership, I am 
working with Castilleja faculty to create a lexicon 
for describing these competencies that often go 
unnamed—but not unnoticed. At the same time, I 
am learning about innovations in the classroom and 
the strategies teachers are currently implementing 
to assess their students’ learning outcomes. Building 
on these innovations and assessment techniques, 
our new tools will help us intentionally and 
systematically gather evidence of Castilleja students’ 
strengths as well as their growth over time.
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Castilleja classrooms, programs, and initiatives are 
the initial focus of our tool development. We will 
be paying close attention to benefits of this new 
evidence for students, teachers and the school as 
a whole. With confidence that we have designed 
measurement tools that offer meaningful insights 
and are easily integrated into classroom lessons or 
program activities, we will begin sharing both the 
tools and the processes with other independent 
schools. Our long term vision is to extend our 
partnership with a broad community of educators 
to help all schools better meet the educational 
demands of the 21st century. 

Karen Strobel joined Castilleja in 2013 as Director 
of the Partnership for 21st Century Assessment. 
Previously she was with the John W. Gardner Center 
at Stanford, where she led research projects focusing 
on adolescent development. She received a BA in 
Social Sciences from the University of Michigan, and 
a PhD in Child and Adolescent Development from 
Stanford University’s Graduate School of Education. 

The Challenge
Along with many independent schools, we have 
developed innovative programs that aim to instill in 
our students the confidence and competence they 
need in several key areas: curiosity and intellectual 
risk-taking; collaboration; initiative and self-
direction; multicultural and global awareness; and 
creative problem-solving.

We have struggled, however, to assess how 
successfully these programs have instilled these 
increasingly crucial habits of mind. In a time of 
escalating costs, and therefore a greater demand 
for accountability, we now must quantify beyond 
anecdotal evidence that these innovative programs 
are meeting our learning objectives. We must 
ascertain precisely which programs and which 
learning activities promote these “21st century 
skills,” by finding new ways to assess what we 
cannot easily evaluate using traditional methods, 
such as testing and essay writing.

The Search for Solutions
With the support from the Edward E. Ford 
Foundation, Castilleja will launch The Partnership 
for 21st Century Assessment, a collaboration 
whose aim is to develop meaningful and valid 
assessments of experiential learning, to apply 
these tools to improve the effectiveness of 
innovative experiential programs, and to share 
these best practices with other educators. The 
Partnership will: curate and create new assessment 
tools; implement and validate tools; and build an 
assessment learning community.

The Partnership will lead projects to research 
and curate existing assessment  resources; to 
collaborate with faculty on implementation of 
assessments in their classrooms; and to facilitate 
external partners’ work with our faculty. In 
addition to assessing  programmatic efficacy, 
we will also develop tools that give students 
meaningful feedback on their own experiential 
learning, that encourage students’ self-
assessment, and, ultimately, that capture students’ 
growth over time.

To share our work and build a robust assessment 
learning community, we will also build and 
maintain a web presence; design an online course 
to be shared with other educators; oversee a 
longitudinal research study on our graduates; and 
plan and organize both a Think Tank for school 
leaders and a Summer Institute for faculty. 

The Partnership for 21st Century Assessment 




