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The Process and Power of Common Assessments 
 

 

Common assessments refers to “assessments given by teacher teams who 

teach the same content or grade level” (Bailey & Jakicic, p. 16).  When 

teams first build common assessments, teachers often choose items from 

previously given assessments that appear most effective. As teachers be-

come more familiar with the process, they will edit items, search for new 

items, and create their own items. Common assessments built and given 

by teacher teams  best fits the common assessment process recommend-

ed for Inquiry Team data collection. Though the assessments used for 

SLO summative assessments are given to all students studying the same 

content, these assessments cannot be created by the teacher team.  

 

Common assessments promote efficiency for teachers and equity for stu-

dents. Common assessments and shared data can be used to determine 

whether students are learning the district determined curriculum. The  

team discussion around data informs the practice of teachers and facili-

tates a collective response to student needs.   

 

Common assessments may be performance tasks, common worksheets,  

or quarterly assessments. They may be designed by teams within a build-

ing or district teams with representatives from each building. Perfor-

mance tasks and constructed response items are assessed with a rubric 

designed by the team for that task or item. Common assessments and 

shared data meetings have been shown to improve student achievement. 

 

Creating common assessments is a form of professional development for 

teachers. Teachers benefit from the insights of their colleagues rather 

than relying only on their own knowledge and perceptions.  

 

Common Assessment Targets 

When teams first begin this work, each step will take longer than after  

several cycles of the process of  design, implement, analyze, and act have 

been completed. In the beginning it may take one meeting to decide the 

learning targets for the assessment and another to write the assessment 

and discuss proficiency. The third meeting will be used to analyze the 

data and discuss changes to teaching practice and student needs for im-

provement.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              
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Teacher teams need to determine what is important to assess. They need to answer the question, 

“What are the priority standards?” In other words, “ What are the essential standards?” 

“Standards” in this article is used to refer to the lowest breakdown of learning as the term is used 

in the Common Core Learning Standards. 

 

Creating common assessments helps teachers to unwrap (deconstruct)  the standards. Teachers 

will have a better understanding of what students need to know and be able to do. This process 

helps teachers identify the learning targets within the standard. For instance, if a fifth grade 

mathematics standard is to “add and subtract fractions with unlike denominators (including 

mixed numbers)…” teachers may unwrap this standard with targets of 

 Know definition of numerator and denominator 

 Explain the difference of like and unlike fractions 

 Explain the process for finding the least common denominator 

 Explain the process for finding equivalent fractions using the identity property 

 Explain the process for adding and subtracting fractions with like denominators.  

 

One of the assumptions behind common assessments is that teachers agree on what standards 

will be taught during the specified time frame. One way to accomplish this is through a district 

pacing guide. This guide will inform teachers about when each of the standards will be taught in 

their district. It may also inform teachers that certain targets for a standard will be taught in one 

time frame but that other targets for that standard will be taught in a different time frame. These 

pacing guides may also indicate when common assessments will be given and include time for 

intervention days. 

 

Writing the Assessment 

For common assessments created by teachers, we may use more relaxed definitions for valid and 

reliable (p. 50). Valid refers to what is measured. Does the assessment measure important  stu-

dent learning? The assessment must also measure student learning at the level of complexity of 

student thinking that is needed (cognitive demand) (p. 51). The assessment is reliable, if it cor-

rectly identifies students who are proficient and those who need intervention.   

 

Some principles that teachers should heed when writing multiple choice items are (p. 56—59) 

 Use parallel construction when writing answer choices 

 Do not include “throw away” choices 

 Put answer choices in logical order (alphabetical, small to large) 

 Use answer choices that are the common misunderstandings students have about the 

learning target 

 Write an item map that indicates the specific CCLS being assessed 

 Evaluate the level of thinking required of each item . 

 

Analyze the Data 

If teachers do not use the data from common assessments to make a difference in student learn-

ing, then the common assessments will not improve instruction and learning. One of the changes 

in education as a result of Response to Intervention is that Level 1 holds classroom teachers ac-

countable for improving student learning. The use of common assessments created by a teacher 

team also holds teachers responsible for the intervention to improve student success. As teachers 
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analyze item data as well as score results for each student, teachers identify the target  need/s for 

each student. The team meeting to discuss the results and to discuss strategies for assisting stu-

dents is crucial for improving student performance. Teams need to not only discuss why students 

did not perform as expected but also to celebrate success.  

 

Bailey and Jakicic provide a protocol (p. 115) for conducting data team meetings. For the meet-

ing, each teacher should bring their own data. The data should be available by learning target and 

by student.  

 

1. How many students were below proficiency, at proficiency, or above proficiency? Use 

to group students for intervention.  

2. If students did not make proficiency, why did they not make proficiency? [Teachers 

determined standard for proficiency after creating assessment.] 

3. Did any teacher have significantly better results than the other teachers? If so, consider 

using the instructional strategy this teacher used in the planned intervention for stu-

dents not making proficiency. 

4. Are there other strategies that may be used for the reteach that are different from the 

original teaching approach? 

5. What will be the enrichment activity for students at or above proficiency? 

6. How will students be reassessed after the intervention? 

 

Time is needed for teachers to meet to create the assessments, write the assessments, and analyze 

the results. It is not sufficient for four or five people to meet at the building level to discuss the 

data. Teachers need to meet at the grade or content level with a focus on improving student 

achievement through the common assessment process.  The concept of  Inquiry teams  is to make 

decisions about curriculum and instruction based on common data. Data teams meeting on a regu-

lar basis to dialogue are a type of professional learning community. The effectiveness of this ap-

proach has been highlighted by many authors (http://www.allthingsplc.info/articles/

articles.php#19).   
 

 
Bailey, K & Jakicic, C. (2012). Common formative assessment: A toolkit for professional learning communities at work. Bloom-

ington, In: Solution Tree Press. 

 

Free materials for organizing professional learning communities may be found at 

 

http://www.allthingsplc.info/tools/print.php#14 


