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Principles for a Comprehensive Assessment System

Assessment has long been at the center of education policy debates, and for good reason. The goal of
schooling is tanaximize student learning, and assessments provide a picture of what students know
and are able to do. Assessments also have a strong influence on what goes on in classrooms.

The United States is now poised to make the most dramatic advance in assesdetates. A state

led effort to develop common core standards in literacy and mathematics is defining what it means to be
ready for colleges and careers, and this effort will invariably heighten the demand for assessments that
measure a broader rangekabwledge and skills and open the door for common assessment

components across states. At the same time, the U.S. Department of Education is providing $350
million for consortiaof states to develop new assessments that measure the common core standards.
And a reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) will set guidelines for
assessments and their use for years to come.

This opportunity could not be more timely. There is widespread concern that the most prominent
assessments cuntty being used in the United States are inadequate and may have a significantly
negative impact on student learning. These tests measure a limited range of knowledge and skills and
thus provide an incomplaieand often inaccuradepicture of what studentsibw and can do. They are
considered a distraction from instruction and fuel the perception that students are betegteder

They also provide an inaccurate picture of school performance and make it difficult to direct resources
to the schools that ne¢gldem the most. And in many cases, when high stakes are attached to the results,
they create incentives for schools to limit learning opportunities for chdbetause of an undue

focus on the tests.

In large part, this situation results from the faett tthe primary means of assessment being used in the
nat i on Odsstate wdismdmingtered at the end of the schoad yaa@ not up to the job. For many
reasons, these tests cannot measure the full range of competencies students are expectedabedemonst
and provide at best a blurry snapshot of student and school performance. Yet they are expected to
inform students and parents about academic progress, teachers about what to do to improve instruction,
community members about school success, and statkethe nation about whether students and

schools are meeting goals. These expectations, all important, are more than any assesemdné

most sophisticatéil can bear.

This brief suggests the principles upon which the federal government and statddsise their work

in fashioning new assessments. Recognizing that no single test can fulfill all the needs for information
by all stakeholders, it suggests the need for a comprehensive system of assessments. Most importantly,
the brief argues that thiystem needs to be coherent and cohesive, aligned to standards for college and
career readiness.
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Of course, an assessment system alone cannot ensure that all students learn what they need to know to
succeed after graduating high school. Teachers needuwdum and instructional tools to teach

effectively, as well as the ability to use assessment information skillfully. Yet without strong assess
ments, any effort to raise standards for students will likely fail. Students, parents, teachers, community
members, and public officials all need valid and reliable information to strengthen teaching and

learning. To ensure that students know what they need to know, we have to know what they know now.

The Purposes of Assessment

Since Horace Mann administerebts of student performance in Massachusetts in 1840, assessments
have played multiple roles in American education. As Mann did, states and districts continue to
administer tests to inform the public about the state of student achievement and to hatd scho
accountable for meeting achievement goals. Tests are also used to inform parents about individual
studentsé6é progress, and to certify whether st uct
grade or graduate from high school. Teachers rdgulae tests to determine if students understand the
concepts they are trying to teach and if additional instruction is needed. Increasingly, school systems
are | ooking to use tests to gauge teachersodo abi

These purpses are important, but a single test cannot serve all of them. For example, to determine
whether schools are making progress would require a broad survey of knowledge and skills taught in a
particular year. But such tests aresiliited for teacherstomort or i ndi vi dual stude
broad survey tests aBadministeredatdhe end of the year, tofsee wiether t i
students have learned what they were expected to have been taught. But the results come back too late
for teachergo use them during the course of the year. Moreover, the broad survey tests typically

include only a few items on each topic, too few for teachers to get a good understanding of where
students need help and what might be tripping them up, much lesstratediss they might employ to

ensure that all students understand the concepts they need to know.

The different tests include different types of test items as welloEydar tests are generally
administered in a single setting; that is, student®siifi hour or two and answer questions posed to
them in a booklet handed to them. But this type of test excludegdaomgorojects and papers that

might take days or weeks to complete. Such projects are important for knowing whether students can
apply thér knowledge to solve complex problems, communicate their understanding, and reflect on
their performance, among other skijgt such competencies are seldom measured fileamand tests.

Unfortunately, the endf-year tests that are useful for accouilttytpurposes have played an outsized

role in American schools in recent years. But even if they were limited to their most appropriate

purpose, the endf-year tests that most states and districts employ are inadequate and outmoded. They
too often focuon relatively lowlevel knowledge and skills and fail to gauge whether students are

meeting all the standards states and districts expect them to meet. There is little evidence that they are
Ai nstruct i odnhatis, ifytheywdetacswhethenvinepgments in teaching improve student
perfformancd and t he scores continue to reflect stude:]
experiences. They fail to take advantage of advances in technology that enable much more sophisticatec
examinations of studergarning.

A new assessment system would redesign the summative tests used for accountability purposes and
embed them in a comprehensive and coherent system in which curriculum, instruction, and assessment
are intertwined. Think of the system as a whealithe hub are the common core standards, and the
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spokes include summative assessments, formative assessments, curriculum tasks, instructional tools,
and professional development. In such a system, assessments are not separate and apart from classroo
instrudion, they are integral to it. All forms of assessment provide an ongoing information loop to
teachers, school leaders, parents, policymakers, and the public.

To envision how such a system might shift school practice, consider what has happenedaii the re
industry. In the past, retail stores would close their doors for a day each year to take inventory. Now,
thanks to the accurate and instantaneous information bar codes allow, retailers can keep track of their
inventory in real time, 365 days a yealkdwise, a comprehensive assessment system could provide
continuous, coherent, and highality information on student performance that teachers, school

leaders, and district and state administrators could use to improve teaching and learning.

Organizing Principles

What would such a system look like? While it could take a number of forms, an ideal system would be
organized around the following principles:

Coherence

The system aligns curriculum, instruction, and assessment around the key learning goals spelled out in
the standards for college and career readiness.

The notion of fAal i gn-basedteform.iThe Etemantary and3ecohdary st a n d
EducationAct has since 1994 required states to ensure that assessments are aligned to challenging
standards. In practice, though, that has meant that states and test makers line up test items against
standards documents and show that they match. More compreh&nsies have shown that this level

of reported alignment is misleading, and that tests measure only a narrow range of the expectations for
student learning described in the standards. A study of standards and assessments in nine states, for
example, foundhat only 30 percent of mathematics assessment items in those states matched the
content and cognitive demand of the mat hemati c:
percent matched the standards at eighth draael, as previous research tsi®wn, the study found

that the test items tended to focus on relativelylievel content and skills.

This misalignment has serious consequences for instruction and learning. Researchers have consistently
found that teachers place more emphasis oresite than on the standards to guide instruétism a

result, classroom instruction tends to focus on relativelyléoxel content and skills, rather than the

important learning goals expressed by the standards. And the assessment results providegmisleadi
information about the extent to which students have attained the learning goals the standards expect
them to reach.

A coherent system would be organized around a |
than attempt to align all piecesawery standard. The system would ensure that all components, at all
levels, are truly aligned to those big ideas. This practice is common in other countries, such as

Australia, Canada, England, and Singapore. In those countries, education officisdsdarlstto

develop curriculum guides, or syllabi, and professional development, along with external and
classroorrbased assessments. The set of assessments measure the full range of the core standards, anc
reinforce instruction that aims at higher levelgagnitive complexity as well as basic skills and

knowledge.
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Queensland, Australia

In Queensland, Australia, there have been no external examinatiorastieae, 1898 leensland Studies Authority (QSA) ha
implemented a unique systextefally moderated sebhaséd assessment for secondary s@t@o{3SA supports the assess|
program throughout the state from Prep to Year 12. Its comprehensive systé®y, isearniiggPated approach to teaching,
learning, assessment, mparting. All assessment practices in the state arelséaedatise QSA begins with the national
curriculum guidelines and then dekzskm#ial Learnings tantify what students should know, understand, and be able tqg
content are@hese key concepts are arranged along a developmental continuum. With guidance from the national curn
syllabi, districts design their own systems of curriculum, instruction, and assessmesarfappesgcomdary course. Tehes
systems meet the needs of individual students, are responsive to the local context, and enable studentstd saasiagthe
for each content area. Usin@8#e syllabus as a foundation, the district develops a comprehensivindiydtenTdmate of
assessment technigues to measure student achievement, including group work, oral presentations, projents)gimntfelio
This process allows districts to exercise judgment about what is best for their studbetaskeaddidonprocess is beneficig
students because they are judged on their performance over the course of two years ratherftbaa bigktalkeasis o
examination.

Teachers are central to the assessment system in QueenslandinEadey #éne Easential Learnings, the formative assessm
process, and the use of evidence from assessments to make informed and comparable judgments. Thegdorietedey e
in assessment by engaging in professional conversationsraheatkstlidachers work collaboratively to analyze samples @
work, compare them to the Essential Learnings, and make judgments about student learning. Through thidpircaiess, t
knowledgend expertise about assessment.

In order tensure that the results of assessments are consistent, defensible, and comparable from school to school act
Queensland uses a system of moderation for subjects that count toward university entrance. There are sederatiphase
system. First, the syllabus for theewaourse is approved by the state. Then, the school district develops a work progral
how the district will implement the syllabus, given its local context, and support students in atheeksgeni@dteeanfings.

The moderation process then provides a mechanism for the state thesgliabtlsatriteria and standards are consistently
implemented statewiliter the first year of the course, schools select a sample ofgtodésliosark from Year 11 students a|
present them to district review panels of expert practitioners. These panels provide schools with feedbamhk abtie imple
course, the effectiveness of assessment instruments, evidence of stuelet)texahifextéer teachers are making comparablg
judgmentsbout the quality of student performance. After the second year of the course, schools select a samplelefitso
in Year 12. The district review panels then verify that tieat@ssegmrguality of student learning are comparable across th
ensure consistency in thdtmf/unabridged.merniegbster.coprpretation and application of the performance standards. St
also review a random sample of stod#oitqs to ensure that judgments about student progress are comparable across tk
Queensland. Panel members follow up with districts in cases in which they identify discrepancies. Reseatblatevidence
Queens!| andos acsdesdiablnand companaldetassessment of student achievement across the state.

Comprehensiveness

The system consists of a toolbox of assessments that meet a variety of different purposes and that
provide various users with information they needtike decisions.

While the enebf-year tests that have loomed large in American education provide important
information for accountability purposes, they are less useful for teachers, who negahifeel
information about student strengths and weaknessédsr school leaders, who need accurate
information about teacher effectiveness. A bestecked toolbox would help serve all of these
functions and more.

For example, such a system would include formative assessments that show teachers whetiser studen
truly understand the content or where they are struggling, along with tools to suggest steps they could
take to help students overcome their difficulties. The system would also include measures that provide
data to inform s ch efettivehessatdnproging atidentle¢arningeogecthee r s 0
course of a year and that suggest professional development strategies. And it would include classroom
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assessments that provide students and parents with an ongoing record of student progress, along with
indicators to show areas where improvement is needed.

The system would also include a mix of measures to show whether students are attaining all of the
important knowledge and skills they are expected to learn. In Rhode Island, for example, students must
complete a project or submit a portfolio, in addition to completing their coursework and passing tests,

in order to graduate from high school. These projects offer opportunities for students to investigate a
topic with the help of a community mentor, writdengthy research paper, and make an oral

presentation to teachers and community members.

Importantly, a comprehensive system would also recognize the unique needs of high schools. In the
upper grades, high school students often branch off into vgraihsvays that reflect their interests.

While such pathways should all lead to preparation for postsecondary success, they require different
assessments, and a comprehensive system would accommodate those differences.

Accuracy and Credibility

Theinformation from assessments supports valid inferences about student progress toward college and
career readiness, as well as actionable information for multiple users.

To serve as credible measures of standards for college and career readiness, asystsmemust

not only indicate whether high school graduates are prepared for postsecondary success; they must also
show whether younger students are on a path that will lead to future success. In order to accomplish this
goal, the assessment system sthdwe grounded in a clear, eviderzased idea of learning and

development that leads to college and career readiness.

I n recent years, cognitive scientists have dev:«
several subject areas, and sonseasment programs have used them as the basis for measures to
determine student progre$Bor example, the Developmental Assessment program, developed by the
Australian Council for Educational Research and used in several states in that country, s lsased

of Aprogress mapso that describe knowledge and
maps provide a picture, from beginning learning to expertise, and enable students, parents, teachers, an
the public to see student progress oveetiin that way, the assessments based on the progress maps

can also be used to measure growth in student performance.

Accurate and credible assessments also measuré suppoft good instruction. Currently, many of
the tests used for accountability purpogal short on this score. Students who come into class with
high levels of background knowledge can perform well, regardless of what their teachandies a
result, they do little to create incentives for teachers to improve their practice.

Bycol ecting evidence on whet her adsttaetepdetechthes ar e
effects of good instructidn states and state consortia can ensure that assessment systems accurately
and credibly measure performance and create incentives fdnmggtouction. At the same time, such
measures would be seen as fair indicators to inform judgments about teacher effectiveness.

Fairness

The assessments enablestudents to demonstrate what they know and are able to do.
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States have made great stridescluding students with disabilities and English language learners in
assessment programs over the past eight years. One study of eight states, for example, found that the
percentage of students with disabilities who took high school reading tes@s@drfrom 87 percent to

94 percent between 2001 and 2005. The performance of students with disabilities also rose substantially
over that period.

But states and state consortia can do more to ensure that assessments are fair by designing them from
the aitset to allow participation by all students. This means, among other things, making sure that the
language and images used are clear to all and are relevant to the concepts that are tested, enabling the
use of responses other than writing, and providoupamodations that facilitate participation.

Similarly, assessment systems should also ensure fairness by allowing students at all ranges on the
achievement continuum to demonstrate what they know and can do. For accountability purposes,
however, the goahould be to determine whether students are on track toward college and career
readiness.

Fairness also implies transparency. Students should know what the expectations are, and assessments
should measure what they are expected to learn.

Design Principles

These organizing principles for a comprehensive, coherent assessment system imply a set of design
criteria. While states and state consortia designing new assessment systems might start from different
places, depending on the type of assessment syiséggnaurrently have in place, the assessments they
build can all meet these criteria.

Matching Learning Goals

The types of assessment tasks should match the learning goals students are expected to demonstrate.
Some of these goals might lend themseteanultiple-choice items, but others will likely require

extended tasks and performances. The assessment system should include ciyasetboomponents

to accommodate learning goals that cannot be measureddgnmand assessments.

Assessment systems dther countries include tasks students complete during the year, as wel as end
ofyear tests, to measure student performance. F
score on the twelftgrade examination, which is used as a requir¢tfieergraduation, is based on an
endof-year examination. The other half is derived from work conducted throughout the year, including
projects, portfolios, oral presentations, and exhibithoal scored by teachers. Teachers also score the
openended compnents of the examination, which count for 50 percent of the exam score.

The experience in Alberta shows that teachers can accurately and reliably evaluate student work.
Teachers are trained extensively in the standards for student performance, sasubtesiare

moderated that is, they are audited by independent reviewers to ensure consistency. And teacher
involvement in scoring has improved their evaluation of student performance throughout the year,
according to Jim Dueck, assistant deputy ministeaécountability and reporting for the Alberta

Ministry of Education. In fact, he states, Alberta teachers are the least likely of any teachers in Canada
to use nonacademic factors in awarding marks to stuflents.
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Alberta, Canada

In the province of Alberta in Canada, students are tested at four levels of the education system: in langatigs &rigrade
three; in language arts, mathematics, science, and social studies in grades six and nine; and in esrizn @raderhicbars
through the diploma examination system. These diploma examinations provide students with a credentialnmatisttatecth
mastery of the content in that subject area.

Student sd final gr ad eussesiamr basdd pn afifftglalendok thendiplonza eXarnimation scere aady
based assessments. The diploma examination score itself iifglddeméifof multipleoice and opended items. The Ministry
Education provides teachensieitiled blueprints for the diploma examinations that clearly outline the alignment of the g
the curriculum, describe the items and tasks that will appear on the examination, and provide rubrics onsesiefil staden
judged.

The 50 percent of -hatedassessmahts mighdisclude uni tbss, quinzes, psojediso portfolios, pre
exhibitions. Because some learning goals are better measured with performance tasks than withtstafiodauatizé dhe sts,
assessment is aligned appropriately with the curriculum standard that is being measured. In this way, stteleht®pgbval
variety of assessments, that they have demonstrated mastery of all the curriculum staihwérdithassmaoise.

Teachers in Alberta are involved with all aspects of assessment. In the development stage, teachers wedigrotiadiorati
blueprints and scoring criteria, generate items, and review examinations to ensurgrfaiemssgitinithe curriculum. Before

scoring begins, teachers provide selections of student work that can be used as examples during trainthghAster practi
examples and engaging in professional development to reach consensus corasfmmitierent levels of quality work, teg
from across the province then score the examinations. To ensure consistency in examination scoring, meltiplarréader
those scores are calibrated. Teachers also serve on advisquyopé@ekstate officials with recommendations for improvem
assessment program for the following year. This involvement throughout the process helps teachers to build their kng
assessment and ensure that thefeadrse examinati@me aligned with classroom instruction.

Clarity in Reporting

The design of the reports should be considered at the outset and should provide different audiences with
actionable information that informs next steps to further advance student learning.

Performance reports are in many ways the most important part of assessmendsystgrase the

ways that students, parents, teachers, and policymakers learn what students know and can do. Yet too
often they are an afterthought, developed after thesamsses is designed. As a result, they are often

too arcane to serve a useful function, and in some cases they do not accurately convey student learning.
For example, efforts to overlay descriptions of the knowledge and skills students at particular
performance levels can demonstrate are not always acclrate.

By mapping assessment tasks to the learning progressions, assessment systems can report student
performance in ways that are both accurate and informative. One example of such a system is

Au st r atiomabASsessriveat Program: Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN). Under that program,
parents receive reports on individual student |
achievement, from 1 to 10, the student reached, along with a description nbtledge and skills a

student in that band can demonstrate Esgarel on the next page
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Figure 1: Skills for Year 5 (Fifth Grade), 2009 National Assessment Program: Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN)

Source: NAPLAMNtp://www.naplan.edu.au/home_page.htmi
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