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Thoughtful Assessments 
 

Assessment has become a political topic and a legislative issue. Educators 

may want to debate whether the decision of the appropriateness of  specific 

assessments and the frequency of assessments should become a legislative 

decision rather than an educational decision. Parents have claimed the right 

to determine which assessments their children take or do not take. Is this a 

decision that educators want to give up? At this point these debates are 

about state level and PARCC assessments.  

 

For this article, we are not focusing on political issues, but rather the need 

for ongoing assessment for good educational practice. 

 

Persistent assessment 

The topic of assessment is often broken down into formative and summa-

tive. Summative may be broken down into high stakes and not high stakes. 

NYSED assessments are considered high stakes summative assessments. 

The NYSED assessments are used for teacher evaluation and for deciding 

which students receive Academic Intervention Services.  

 

A test may be considered formative or summative based on whether the 

results are used for instruction or for ranking. When assessments are used 

to change student learning, changes may occur in the curriculum, in teach-

er strategies for instruction, or in differentiated instruction for students. 

 

Assessment occurs not only at the state level but also at the district and 

classroom level. Classroom formative assessment may occur multiple 

times during a lesson. For example, in a mathematics lesson, the teacher 

may give a start-up problem based on the previous night’s homework. This 

may determine the starting point for the day’s lesson.    

 

During whole class instruction, teachers may ask questions to engage the 

students and to assess the students’ understanding. Unless the questions are 

intentionally planned, questions often are at the levels of recall and com-

prehension. To reach higher levels of critical thinking, questions need to 

encourage student analysis, evaluation, and creativity. Teachers may want 

to consider changing the wording of questions from “Which country is to 

blame for the outbreak of World War I?” to “Site reasons why Russia is 

blamed for the outbreak of World War I.”  To utilize visual learning in ad-
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 dition to auditory learning, the teacher may place the word “Russia” in the middle of a circle and 

then connect each of the reasons to the circle.  

 

The way that a teacher solicits information from the students will affect the usefulness of the in-

formation for formative assessment. Traditionally, a teacher asks a question and then calls on a 

student who raised his hand. This method only provides information about the understanding of 

students who raise their hand. Teachers may want to try a “no hands up” approach (Wiliam, 2014, 

p. 17). In this approach students only raise their hands if they want to ask a question. The teacher 

calls on students randomly to answer teacher generated questions. Teachers may randomize using 

software on an interactive white board, names on popsicle sticks or other methods. The teacher 

asks the question, gives students time to think of a response, and then picks a student at random to 

respond (Wiliam, p. 17). Randomization still only indicates understanding for a limited number of 

students.  

 

Two techniques for involving all students in the response to the teacher’s question are ABCD 

cards and white boards. If each student has four index cards with the letters A, B, C, or D on each 

card, each student may hold up the card with his choice for multiple choice questions (William, 

2014). This method makes it easy for teachers to scan the responses of all the students. White 

boards may be created with two pieces of card stock, one red and one white, and a pocket docu-

ment protector. The students use a dry erase marker to write and a 2” x 3” piece of felt to erase. 

Students hold up the protector with the completed work. Practice sheets may also be slipped into 

the protector. If a student has the red side of the protector turned up on the desk, the student is 

signaling that he does not understand.  

 

As the teacher walks among the students while they are doing differentiated practice,  the teacher 

may notice some students struggling with the practice while others are zipping through. The 

teacher notices who needs help and who needs a more challenging assignment. The teacher may 

differentiate homework based on these observations.  

 

A well done exit ticket may have an easy and a moderate question. The responses should indicate 

who knows just the basics of the lesson and who learned the outcome of the lesson. The responses 

may indicate which students to group together for the next day’s lesson. Students may be grouped 

with other students with the same understanding level or groups may be formed with mixed abil-

ity so that students can help one another (Wiliam, 2014). 

 

None of these assessments should result in a grade. A comment on how to improve is appropriate 

(Tomlinson, 2014). 

 

Common Assessment 

Common assessment refers to the same assessment being given to groups of students studying the 

same curriculum with the same scope and sequence within the same time period. These groups of 

students usually have different teachers within the same building or even among multiple build-

ings.  
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NYSED assessments may be considered common assessments across multiple classrooms for 

the entire state. These assessments are given to evaluate the learning of students over a year.  

When the common assessments are being used for the local 20 points for APPR, the tests need 

to be created by someone who is not evaluated by the assessment.  

 

When the purpose of common assessments is primarily to evaluate student learning, subject 

teachers should be involved in creating the assessment. High schools have traditionally used 

common assessments for midterms and finals. Common assessments help teachers to identify 

weaknesses in instruction as well as student needs. Some districts use common assessments in 

the fall (early November) and winter (late January) for grades K—12. Grades with a NYSED 

assessment in the spring may take a June common assessment, and courses ending in a Re-

gents might take an April common assessment. Grades K—2 might take an April and a June 

common assessment. If the district creates an assessment schedule, these assessments may 

replace teacher chapter and unit assessments. 

 

For each item on the assessment, teachers should identify the primary standard that is being 

assessed. For a constructed response item, the rubric should score the item based on the stand-

ard for which the item was written.  

 

Teachers should also consider the difficulty level of the question. Norman Webb (2009) has 

created a four level system for classifying items based on the cognitive expectation of the 

item. The four levels for his Depth of Knowledge (DOK) system are 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Level one items may ask the student to describe, define, label, summarize, list, or identify the 

main point. Level 2 items may ask the student to calculate, solve problems, explain, identify 

relationships among concepts, or write an informative report. Level 3 tasks may ask the stu-

dent to evaluate, debate, justify, compare, classify the actions of characters in a book, or write 

a persuasive letter to the editor of the local newspaper. The tasks for Level 4 items would not 

be suitable for a 30 to 60 minute assessment. At this level, “students are engaged in conduct-

ing investigations” (Webb, p.11), therefore, students may create a video, create a story, com-

plete a project, or create a song. Students will need to use multiple cognitive and/or physical 

skills to complete the task.  

 

The data for these assessments should be collected at the district or building level depending 

on the group identified for the common assessment. District and building data should be avail-

able to the teachers that show what percent of the larger group chose the correct answer or 

achieved each constructed response point as well as teacher level. Teachers may discuss stu-

dent work in professional learning meetings to identify differences in expectations and general 

student needs.  

DOK Level Title of Level 

1 Recall and reproduction 

2 Skills and concepts 

3 Short-term strategic thinking 

4 Extended thinking 
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Conclusion 

There are many opportunities for assessment informing instruction. NWEA or Star assessments 

provide information at the student, classroom, and district level that cannot only identify student 

needs but also identify changes that are needed in curriculum and instruction. Teachers are not 

able to see the items but are provided data and other information.  

 

District or building common assessments provide teachers with item information and also infor-

mation about how the students are performing compared to their peers. The data from these as-

sessments are useful for curriculum teams and teacher action plans.  

 

A variety of classroom assessments provide immediate feedback about what students are learn-

ing. Teachers are able to adjust instruction and assignments to meet immediate student needs. 

 

The NYSED assessments can still be informative for curriculum and instruction decisions by 

identifying standards that a lower percentage of students achieved when compared to the coun-

ty. Teachers need to examine where these standards are taught in the curriculum and how they 

are taught in the classroom. Are the students of all teachers having difficulty with these stand-

ards or only some teachers?  

 

Though current public opinion seems to be against assessment whether NYSED,  vendor creat-

ed, educators and/or teacher created, educators know that good assessment is needed to guide 

instruction and identify student needs. Educators need to be accountable for student progress 

and for improving curriculum and instruction. 
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