All materials in this journal subject to copyright by the American Library Association
may be used for the noncommercial purpose of scientific or educational advancement
granted by Sections 107 and 108 of the Copyright Revision Act of 1976. Address
usage requests to the ALA Office of Rights and Permissions.

CBC COLUMN

Liz Montague

LIZ@LIZATLARGE.ORG

LizMontague is an author-illustrator
who began as a cartoonist for

The New Yorker in 2019. She is the
author-illustrator of the graphic
novel, MAYBE AN ARTIST, which

was nominated for an NAACP Image
Award, the picture book JACKIE
ORMES DRAWS THE FUTURE, and
middle grade series SCHOOL FOR
UNUSUAL MAGIC. Lizis passionate
about nature and emotional literacy.
She livesin Philadelphia, PA with her
husband, Pat.

The Children’s Book Council (CBC)isan
AASL Collaborative Partner.

For more information visit
www.ala.org/aasl/about/partnerships.

The

Circumstance
of Assessment

| hated assessments when | was in school.
Knowing this, it's kind of funny that | centered

my first illustrated middle grade series, School
For Unusual Magic, around a test.

The Equinox Test, acrucial assessmentinorder
to move on to Middle Magic, feels like ahuge
make or break moment for my characters. In
their mindsit's the one thing that will decide
whether or not they’re worthy; at least that's
what they initially think.

Abig part of the first book in the seriesis
them discovering their self-worth regardless
of the testresults and that, whatever the
outcome, their worthiness never changes.
That's something | wish | had realized

when | wasyounger.

As a student, grades were my first interaction
with perfection. Here it was, finally some clear
tangible proof that 100% was not only possible,
but, if only | were good enough, could be within
reach. An athlete since the age of 4, by the
time | was in middle school and assessments
started to actually have consequence, | was
already conditioned to believe that consistent
discipline and hard work could achieve any
outcome. Internally, 'm avery Type-A person;
Ilike lists and plans—and this felt like a plan

| already knew.
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I'd assumed it would be the same way it was with
sports; I showed up and gave it my all at practice
and then, when it was time for the race/game/
match, | did well. If | kept showing up and doing well
in classand on homework then, obviously, I'd do
well on the test.

Exceptldidn't. Pretty consistently I didn't. By high
school | was even kicked out of the National Honor
Society once the double art classes I'd been taking
ended and my GPA sank. Had it not been for sports
and my eventual track scholarship, | likely would
have struggled to getinto college. On paper I simply
wasn't agood student.

Assessments are tricky things. lunderstand why
they're needed but | also understand how limiting
they can feel, especially for students like me. When
I wasinschool |l didn’t have the language for why
letters and words seemed to wiggle around and

flip backwards but | did know it made scantrons
nearly impossible.

I draw from those experiences alot in my writing.
Boiled down, the main charactersin School For
Unusual Magic are all struggling with the same
thing: What if I'm not good enough? Which, during
those school years, gets heavily wrapped up in how
wellyou do or don't do on assessments.

Ina Room of One’s Own, Virginia Woolf says of

Jane Austen; "Her gift and her circumstances
matched each other completely,” whichisavery
freeing perspective on all this. Sometimes our
giftsand circumstances don't match and that’s
when assessments(and school in general) can
feelhorrible. | think gifts are always there but
sometimes the circumstances for their expression
aren’t. As a student, that would've beena

helpful realization.

The hard thing about an assessment is that
inevitably some students will fail simply because
essays aren’t how they best communicate

their thoughts, even when they understand the
information, or multiple choice tests cause analysis
paralysis, making answers they knew a moment
before suddenly disappear when faced with an
overstimulatingamount of options. Sometimes you
just don't fit the system that's assessing you. It's
very tough in the moment but learning how to not
fitand keep going is arguably one of the best things
Ilearned in school. Amethyst, one of the main
charactersin School For Unusual Magic, is a great
example of that journey.

I know that ideally the goal is to pass an assessment
but I truly believe failing is also beneficial

because it can be alow-risk way to learn about
failure. As much as it dismayed my parents, I'm
grateful | learned how to failand move on without

®©Scholastic

being haunted by it. Even so, it's also important
tonote that | knew | had the net of an athletic
scholarship to catch me.

Because for some students of color, first generation
students, students with limited accesses to
resources and so many others, the risks of failing
actually aren’t so low—they're incredibly high.
Perhaps they're like my character Lav, animmigrant
still figuring out life in Brooklyn, he’s certain the
only way to make his parents proud and live up to
their sacrifice is to pass the Equinox Test with flying
colors. What if he failed and didn't make it Middle

Sometimes you just don't fit the
system that's assessing you. It's
very tough in the moment but
learning how to not fit and keep
going is arguably one of the best
things | learned in school.
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Magic? He didn’t get all the chances everyone
else got, what would happen to him if he wasn't
able to academically achieve?

When you already feel like your options are
limited, especially when theyre limited by
systemic issues entirely out of your control,
failure, and assessment by proxy, feels a lot
heavier. It can be extremely frustrating when
messing up feels like it costs you so much more
thanit should.

| don't know if proving yourself
capable to others is something
that ever gets easier but | can say
that, with time and experience, |
now judge myself a lot less when
assessments do come along.
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I don’t know if proving yourself capable to others
is something that ever gets easier but | can

say that, with time and experience, | now judge
myself alot less when assessments do come
along. In college a professor once told me that
youre only as smart as your ability to explain
yourself and that completely changed the way

I thought about assessments and writing in
general. How can | better bring you into my head
and show you how | arrived at my conclusion?
How am | best at showing my thought process?
Assessments got a lot less scary after that
because the results didn't feel so personal.
Suddenly it wasn’t that there was something
wrong with me, just something off with my
clarity or my ability to explain myself.

That’s the thing about assessment; it's not

about if a person can or can’t, but whether or not
they can show they can or can’t. By no means
isitaperfect system. Hopefully, when atype

of assessment isn’t suitable for a student’s gift,
they’ll have alibrarian, teacher, or book nearby to
help them discover a circumstance that is.

- JACKIE ORMES
_DRAWSIHE FUTURE
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