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Improve Student Achievement  

with Common Formative/Summative Assessments 

Assessment and data may be seen as enemies of student learning and instruction. 

The enemy may not be assessment but a system that has created a climate of per-

sonal threat. Schmoker (1999, p. 33) noted that the education system is “insensitive 

to the fact that people work best in a climate that creates high expectations but miti-

gates personal threat.” Some of the guidelines that Schmoker  (p. 40-41) includes 

for reducing personal threat are “do not use data primarily to identify poor teach-

ers,” “try to collect and analyze data collaboratively,” and “inundate practitioners 

with success stories that include data.”    

For an education system to identify success, there needs to be a way of evaluating 

student learning.  Common assessments are one way of evaluating student learning 

across classrooms. Common assessments are given by teachers teams that teach the 

same course or grade level content (Bailey and Jakicic, (2012) p. 16).  

Schools that focus on incremental but relentless improvement will have dramatic 

results (Schmoker, p. 51 & 56). “Until a school has common formative assessments 

that provide evidence of common  expectations, for every student in the same class 

in the same grade, learning opportunities and expectations will remain wildly var-

ied from one classroom to the next” (Reeves, 2010, p. 71). 

Common formative/summative assessments are collaboratively designed by a grade

-level or department team, administered to students by each participating teacher 

periodically, and scored collaboratively (Ainsworth and Viegut (2006), p. 2-3). An 

in-class assessment system can “make a profound difference in the achievement of 

entire classes of individual students” (p.2). These assessments may occur at the end 

of a unit, quarter, course, semester or academic school year.  

Authors differ on their definition of summative assessment and formative assess-

ment. Authors such as Ainsworth and Viegut, and Bailey and Jakicic base their dis-

tinction on how the results are used. If the results are  “used to monitor and adjust 

instruction in order to improve learning for current students, the assessment can be 

said to be formative.”(Ainsworth and Viegut, p. 27).  “If the assessment occurs af-

ter the learning is complete, and is used to give a grade or provide a final measure 

of student results, it is summative” (Bailey and Jakicic, p. 14). Tests at the end of a 

unit could be used in a formative way by analyzing the mistakes students made and 

using that information to provide an intervention (Bailey and Jakicic, p. 18).  

Common assessments need to be aligned to the standards that are being taught dur-

ing the time covered by the assessment. To bring about change in student achieve-

ment, the data from common assessments need to be used to differentiate instruc-
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tion and change instruction and the assessments need to be quality assessments that are part of an assessment 

plan. (p.8). Assessments need to be checked for (p. 7) 

 Alignment and frequency of items to standards to be emphasized. 

 Inclusion of a variety of assessment item types. 

Quality of items [compare to Bloom’s taxonomy, Webb’s Depth of knowledge, or the New York State 

Performance Level Descriptions]. 

 

Developing common assessments 

The development of a common assessment culture may begin differently in different districts. In one district, it 

may begin because two teachers teaching the same course develop common assessments for that course. Other 

teachers teaching the same course may become part of the team to develop common assessments. In other dis-

tricts, administrators may recognize the potential for common assessments and organize time for teachers to 

work together on common assessments. This may start with all teachers of a course or with volunteers. A dis-

trict may decide to bring in an outside consultant to lead the process of developing common assessments. Time 

needs to be set aside for developing the assessment, giving the assessment, common grading of the assessment, 

teacher analysis of the results of the assessment, and student review of the assessment. Initially, it is important 

to focus on the process of creating common assessment rather than on the student results (Ainsworth and 

Viegut, p. 65).  

Improving the quality of assessments 

After grade level or department teams have had the opportunity to experiment with common assessments, the 

focus needs to change to the quality of the assessments. This is the opportunity to provide professional devel-

opment on three topics: improving the assessments, improving scoring, and interpreting the results (Ainsworth 

and Viegut, p. 66). Assessments and scoring rubrics need to be viewed as works in progress that will be  re-

fined for future use.  

The design of an assessment is more than agreeing on items  that align with standards and determining the  

length of the assessment. Reeves (2010, p. 68-69) describes a five step process for the creation of common as-

sessments. The first step is to determine the most important elements of the curriculum to assess. The most im-

portant elements might be those that connect to other disciplines, those that are sustainable over time, or those 

that connect to the next level of instruction. The second step is to collaborate on the  creation of the assessment 

and the creation of the scoring guide. Reeves encourages the use of performance assessments. He defines per-

formance assessments as “a multistep set of engaging tasks that builds knowledge and provides incremental 

feedback for students.” The third step is for each teachers to create exemplary responses for each task.  The 

fourth step is that teachers exchange these responses and score the papers with the rubrics.  This will identify 

different interpretations of the task and areas of ambiguity in the scoring rubric. The fifth step is to revise the 

assessment and rubric.  

One of the first steps in checking for quality is to check the alignment of each item to the important standards 

taught during the period covered by the assessment. Teachers need to determine if the item aligns with the 

complexity needed for the grade level. Was the item written on the level of a grade above or below? Do the 

items use the language of the standards? The second check is the frequency that each standard is assessed. Is 

there a good balance among the standards? 
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The third check is for the rigor of the item. Where does each item fall on Bloom’s taxonomy, or 

Webb’s Depth of Knowledge, or NYSED’s Performance Descriptions? Is the mix of rigor appropriate 

for the needs of the students and the expectations of the course?  Teachers also need to consider how 

they have balanced multiple choice with open-ended responses.  

The results of the checks will determine  which items to keep, revise, or remove from the assessment.  

This will lead to an improved assessment.   

The revision work needs to scheduled as well as the creation and evaluation work. When will the re-

visions be made? Who will do the actual revisions?  When  can the revisions be reasonably expected? 

When will the assessment be administered?  

Collaborative scoring 

For common assessments to be effective, scoring must be aligned across classrooms. Administrators 

and teachers like multiple choice items because the scoring is consistent across classrooms. However, 

the range of student learning is not exhibited through multiple choice or response items with only one 

correct response.  With open ended items a rubric needs be developed  that guides the scoring of each 

item rather than a generic rubric for all items. The scoring rubric may be used by each teacher to score 

the papers of their own students. However, if teachers score  collaboratively, a teacher is able to see 

how the students of other teachers respond to an item as well as the teacher’s own students.  

The first discussions in developing a rubric is what proficiency looks like for each item  and what it 

means for a student to exceed proficiency (Ainsworth and Viegut, p. 83-84). If a four point rubric is 

used, then it can be determined what an answer just below proficiency will be missing and what the 

answer needs. If the student does not meet this criteria but responds minimally to the task the student 

will receive a one rather than a zero.  

If a holistic rubric is developed rather than an item specific rubric, this could be shared with students 

at the beginning of the study of the material to be assessed. When the students see the rubric, their 

questions may lead to a revision of the rubric. This teacher designed and student revised scoring guide 

can be used for peer– and self– assessment during instruction.  

If papers are scored without putting a mark on the student work , the papers may be used for profes-

sional development after the scoring is completed.  A scoring sheet may be attached to each student 

paper for scoring so that the students receives feedback from the scoring. These sheets are removed 

for the professional development. Representative papers are chosen for each score level and rescored 

by different teachers. The new scores are compared to the original score. If there are differences of 

scores, teachers discuss what they saw in the paper to give the score. These kinds of discussions will 

lead to more consistency among the teachers of a course. This post scoring discussion may also in-

clude a discussion of what interventions are needed to improve student performance.  

 Collaborative Analysis 

Collecting data does not improve student achievement. The data collected needs to be turned into in-

formation that results in change. Data becomes useful when it is part of  a  systemic process that af-

fects curriculum, delivery of instruction, and differentiation of instruction (Ainsworth and Viegut, p. 

94).  

In an ideal setting, data teams of teachers who teach the same course are not only looking at the data 

but also at student work. Data teams should decide on one specific goal for the next assessment and 
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instructional strategies to achieve that goal. In mathematics the goal may be that ten percent 

more of the students will be able to answer the  Level 3 questions correctly. The instructional 

strategy may include examining classroom items for whole class instruction for the complexity 

of the items. The strategy may also include identifying three students in each classroom who are 

inconsistent in answering Level 3 questions correctly to focus practice on Level 3 questions. An-

other group may decide that students who do poorly are not using appropriate mathematics vo-

cabulary. The instructional strategy would be to focus on the vocabulary that students are using 

in the classroom.  

During the data meeting the team may use a five step process and record the results of each step 

in a brief document to be shared with the administrator (Ainsworth and Viegut, p. 96).  The pro-

cess might include 

1. Record the percent of students who met or exceeded the established proficiency 

score prior to the meeting. Chart this percent from assessment to assessment. 

2. Analyze strengths and areas for improvement in student papers. 

3. Set a goal for that represents achievable student improvement. 

4. Select effective teaching strategies to achieve the goal. 

5. Determine the result indicator to gauge the success of the teaching strategies. 

An item with a high percent of  students answering the item correctly may not be a good item 

and it may be that an item with a low percent of student’s answering the item correctly is a good 

item. The low score may be a result of the standard not being adequately taught during instruc-

tion.   

Benefits of Common Assessments 

Common formative assessments are a powerful tool for changing the practice of teachers and 

administrators (Bailey and Jakicic, p. 16). Teachers who collaborate to develop common assess-

ments become more knowledgeable about what is expected of students and what is needed for 

instruction (Bailey and Jakicic, p. 14 and 92). Common formative assessments can promote eq-

uity for students, determine if the  prescribed curriculum is being taught,  and improve instruc-

tion  (Bailey and Jakicic, p. 16).  
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