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Improving Assessment
Where It Means the Most:

In the Classroom

Despite the fuss 
over standardized 
testing, the 
information 
teachers need and 
use comes mostly 
from tests they 
develop themselves.

M ention achievement testing 
and many people think imme 
diately of the Scholastic Apti 

tude Test, Iowa Tests of Basic Skills. 
California Achievement Tests, and the 
like These are. after all, the test scores 
most often reported by the media and 
addressed in professional journals In 
fact, if we were to try to define "assess 
mem" without looking into a class 
room, we could reasonably conclude 
that it is the measurement of students' 
achievement by standard multiple 
choice test items for the purpose of 
showing the public whether or not 
schools are doing the job.

However, viewing assessment from 
inside tlx classroom p roduces a com 
pletely different picture. There, teach 
ers use many kinds of assessments  
some standardized and some individ 
ualized, some based on paper-and- 
pencil tests and some based on obser 
vation and judgment, some formal and 
some informal (Stiggins and Bridge- 
ford, in press). Their assessment meth 
ods van' greatly depending on pur 
pose, grade level, and subject matter 

Teachers face many kinds of assess 
ment demands and measure dozens of 
student characteristics, from ability to 
achievement to personal traits and so 

cial characteristics. Not only must they 
chart these factors for individual stu 
dents, but they must also maintain a 
sense of how the class as a whole is 
functioning. Teachers simply do not 
have the time to measure a student 
trait and then wait for several weeks 
while the computer transforms the 
result into a percentile or grade equiv 
alent score To make the decisions that 
keep instruction moving, teachers 
need data immediately, and they must 
gather them from a constantly chang 
ing environment Thev rely most 
heavily on assessments provided as 
pan of instructional materials and as 
sessments they design and construct 
themselves and very little on stan 
dardized tests or test scores But more 
important, as virtually even recent 
studv of school testing tells us. teach 
ers depend heavily on their own ob- 
servations and judgments not just on 
paper-and-pencil tests (Herman and 
Dorr-Bremme. 1982; Kellaghan. Ma 
daus. and Airasian. 1982; Salmon-Cox. 
1982; Stiggins and Bridgeford, in 
press) Clearly, the assessments that 
influence classroom learning and stu 
dents' academic and personal self-con 
cept are those developed and used by 
teachers on a dailv basis
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"Administrators must show that schools are 
doing the job they are supposed to 
do—produce learning."

Unfortunately, these teacher-devel 
oped assessments seldom attract pub 
licity, have not been the subject of 
measurement or effective schools re 
search, are rarely the focus of inser- 
vice training for teachers or adminis 
trators, and are usually conducted by 
teachers without technical support 
services from the building or district. 
The time has come to understand why 
the tests that mean so much to stu 
dents and teachers in the classroom 
mean so little to the public, adminis 
trators, and reseachers and, con 
versely, why the standardized tests that 
mean so little to the classroom teacher 
command so much attention from 
those outside the classroom

Contributors to Divergent 
Perspectives
Over the decades, the measurement 
research community has tended to 
neglect classroom assessment in favor 
of research and development on large- 
scale assessment. As a result, our re 
search on the classroom assessment 
environment is limited Since most 
measurement textbooks are written by 
measurement researchers, they per 
petuate the narrow view that assess 
ment means paper-and-pencil testing. 
In the course of teachers' preservice 
measurement training (if they receive 
any, and many do not), they often 
learn that standard paper-and-pencil 
"objective" tests are the best means of 
measurement As they begin teaching, 
however, they discover three informa 
tion sources: the standardized testing 
program, tests provided in textbooks, 
and assessments they develop on their 
own They quickly discover that just 
two of these sources are readily avail 
able for daily use, reflect daily instruc 
tional priorities in their classrooms, 
and produce results almost immedi 
ately. Since their own assessments 
(tests and observations) and text-em 
bedded tests serve their information 
needs more effectively than do stan 
dardized tests, these are the tests 
teachers trust and value With experi 
ence, they also come to trust their own 
observations and professional judg 
ments regarding student achievement 
and relv on student behavior and
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products as indices of growth and 
development

Educational administrators face dif 
ferent decisions, have other informa 
tion needs, and therefore have differ 
ent values Administrators perform a 
public relations function between 
school and community They must 
show that schools are doing the job 
they are supposed to do produce 
learning That means they must report 
consistent, scientific, and objective test 
scores to the public And because we 
are a competitive society both on the 
playing field and in the classroom, 
reported scores must offer compari 
sons among schools and districts 
Teacher-made tests are not seen as 
satisfying these criteria because they 
van' greatly from class to class and are 
hard to compare In addition, their 
quality is sometimes questioned. 
These factors combine to make stan 
dardized tests more attractive to ad 
ministrators

Unfortunately, the accountability de 
mands placed on administrators give 
rise to a critical role conflict for the 
administrator As accountability agents, 
they must give much time and energy 
to the large-scale standardized testing 
program As instructional leaders, ad 
ministrators have a duty to support the 
classroom assessment efforts of teach 
ers Two factors influence which role 
wins out: resources and knowledge 
The amount of time, energy, and mon 
ey administrators can give to assess 
ment issues is severely limited, and 
few administrators have the training or 
experience to help teachers with daily 
assessment design, use, or quality con 
trol Thus, they devote their limited 
time and energy to the standardized 
testing program, and teachers are left 
on their own

This preoccupation with account 
ability through visible test scores rein 
forces in the public mind a very nar 
row conception of the intended 
outcomes of education and a restrict 
ed understanding of what kinds of 
assessment are "acceptable" indicators 
of achievement Repeated reporting of 
standardized test results under the 
guise of "keeping the public in 
formed" reinforces the incorrect im-

"As instructional leaders, administrators 
[also] have a duty to support die 
classroom assessment efforts 
of teachers."
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pression that we can reflect the very 
complex student characteristics we 
seek to develop in a single set of 
paper-and-pencil test items yielding a 
single score. Perhaps even more sadly, 
it also reinforces the impression that 
the classroom assessments and profes 
sional judgment of teachers, while ac 
ceptable for daily instructional deci 
sion making, are not acceptable for 
public consumption

The public has also played a role in 
the development of current testing 
values. Parents, taxpayers, and board 
members have remained on the sur 
face of school testing issues, asking 
only the most superficial questions. 
The final measure of our educational 
progress seems to rest with one ques 
tion: are SAT scores going up or 
down"' Never mind the fact that such 
scores fail to reflect anywhere near the 
total range of our intended education 
al outcomes, or that the sample of 
students tested is in no way repre 
sentative of the total student popula 
tion. Simplicity is the watchword for 
critics of education, despite the proba 
bility that the simplicity of test scores 
leads to a misrepresentation of the 
outcomes of American education.

The Impact of Value 
Differences
These value differences are having a 
decidedly negative effect on school 
improvement To illustrate, the past 
decade has seen the rapid accumula 
tion of studies of effective school prac 
tices In virtually every case, the criteri 
on variable used to identify those 
practices has been an increase in stan 
dardized test scores despite the fact 
that we know these tests represent 
only a few of the outcomes we want 
students to achieve. The day-to-day 
measurement of student growth has 
played virtually no role in this re 
search, even though these are the 
measures that tell teachers which prac 
tices do or do not work.

Our current assessment values may 
also be contributing to inadequate dai 
ly assessment of student achievement 
in some classrooms. Since we have 
rarely inquired into the quality of 
teacher-developed tests, offered train 

ing in classroom assessment, or in 
cluded classroom assessment in the 
principal's leadership role, we simply 
do not know how well teachers mea 
sure student achievement or how to 
help them if they need help

To avoid these problems, we need 
to revise our research priorities, im 
prove the relevance of educator train 
ing in assessment, and include techni 
cal assistance in assessment as a key 
component of the administrator's lead 
ership role

Research Priorities
Measurement researchers might en 
large their understanding of school 
testing by studying the relative impact 
on student learning of teacher-made 
versus standardized tests They might 
structure their research toward ex 
ploring the quality (reliability and va 
lidity) of teacher-made assessments, 
the role of teachers judgment in as 
sessing student capabilities and 
achievement, and the student's per 
spective how assessment influences 
study habits, aspirations, and sense of 
control over personal achievement.

School effectiveness researchers, 
who have tended to rely on standard 
ized test scores for judging effective 
practices, might broaden their criteria 
to include teachers achievement mea 
sures. They could ask teachers with a 
long-standing record of outstanding 
classroom performance to describe in 
structional strategies that work for 
them in specific contexts over the long 
haul, and also ask them to provide 
assessment evidence of their own to 
prove that those strategies produce 
learning. Researchers might then 
screen the teachers' reports, evaluate 
the quality of the evidence, and syn 
thesize the effective practices Whatev 
er common themes emerge could rep 
resent classroom practices capable of 
producing more than just higher stan 
dardized test scores This kind of ap 
plied research could be conducted 
and used by instructional leaders at 
the school building level

Assessment Training Priorities
The insights provided by such re 

search might yield new ideas for 
training educators in educational as 
sessment and its relationship to in 
struction In the meantime, some as 
sessment training priorities are 
already indicated for administrators, 
teachers, legislators, and the public

District- and building-level adminis 
trators who lack expertise in assess 
ment may wish to:
  Seek inservice training in stan 

dardized testing that includes a focus 
on its limitations
  Gain the knowledge needed to 

guide teachers in the simple proce 
dures of test design, construction, and 
quality control
  Learn to help teachers use obser 

vations and professional judgments as 
valid and reliable Indicators of student 
achievement
  Learn to apply the basic principles 

of survey sampling methodology to 
districtwide testing programs to save 
money (Stiggins, 19^5)

In short, administrators should seek 
the kinds of training and experience 
that would allow them to assist teach 
ers with daily classroom assessment. 
Training guides by Spandel (1981) on 
classroom writing assessment and 
Stiggins (19H4) on classr(x>m perform 
ance assessment illustrate the kind of 
training needed.

Teachers may also need relevant, 
focused training in assessment Preser- 
vice teacher training often fails to in 
clude a course on testing (Coffman, 
1983). and assessment is rarely the 
topic of inservice training As a result, 
teachers report that they learn how to 
measure student achievement from 
their colleagues and their own experi 
ences as students; they rarely cite for 
mal training as a source of ideas (Stig 
gins and Bridgeford, 1982).

The content for classr<»m assess 
ment courses is suggested by a study 
of over 300 teacher-made paper-and- 
pencil tests conducted by the Cleve 
land Public Schools (Fleming and 
Chambers, 19H3). In that case, teachers 
appeared to need training in how to 
(1) plan and write longer tests, (2) 
write unambiguous paper-and-pencil 
test items, and (3) measure skills be 
yond recall of facts
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Another study revealed that many 
teachers overlook key quality control 
factors in using performance assess 
ment (observation and judgment) in 
the classroom (Stiggins and Bridge 
ford, in press) For instance, less than 
half of the performance assessments 
conducted by the teachers studied in 
cluded written performance criteria, 
information provided 10 students on 
performance criteria, or multiple ob 
servations before making judgments 
(to ensure dependable results) Rarely 
did teachers plan scoring procedures 
in advance or define levels of perform 
ance. They seldom rated student per 
formance without knowledge of the 
student's identity (to control bias or 
halo effects), cross checked judgments 
with other performance indicators 
such as test scores (as a validity check), 
or relied on other teachers as raters of 
student performance (as a reliability 
check). In addition, teachers tended to 
rely on mental rather than written 
recordkeeping to store information 
regarding observed student perform 
ance.

This research suggests that training 
for teachers should include strategies 
for clarifying performance criteria, de 
veloping performance exercises, ob 
serving behavior, and evaluating it de 
pendably Such assessments play a key 
role in the measurement of basic com 
munication skills, the performing and 
visual arts, psychomotor development, 
and many other skill areas. If assess 
ment of these skills is of high quality, 
instruction is more likely to be of high 
quality

Both teachers and administrators 
need training in specific strategies for:

  Clarifying the demands of various 
assessment purposes
  Selecting assessment methods to 

match purposes
  Designing or planning assess 

ments that work
  Ensuring the qualitv of those as 

sessments
  Building specific paper-and-pencil 

tests
  Constructing assessments based 

on performance judgment

  Measuring specific basic commu 
nication skills (for example, in reading 
and writing)
  t'sing modern technology in class 

room assessment
  Promoting testwiseness among 

students
  Measuring higher-order thinking 

skills
Legislators, taxpayers, parents, and 

the general public might also be 
trained to understand the limitations 
of large-scale testing programs to 
understand that the mere presence of 
a testing program does not ensure 
qualitv education and more testing 
will not of itself produce better 
schools The public must become 
aware of the full range of (a) complex 
student characteristics (not just mathe 
matics or reading skills) that can be 
influenced by quality' education, and 
(b) available alternatives for equitably 
measuring those characteristics We 
need to develop a new generation of 
critical data consumers a generation 
that knows the attributes of good as 
sessment Such training has been pro 
moted in the past by the National 
Institute of Education through publica 
tion of guides like Training Citizen 
Groups on Educational Testing Issues 
A Trainers Manual ( Anderson. Stig 
gins. and Gordon. 1980) and Your 
Child arid Testing ( Herndon. 1982)

Ideally, one outcome of teacher and 
administrator training efforts on class 
room assessment will be the increased 
ability of school leaders to balance 
their roles of accountability agent and 
instructional leader By balancing 
these roles effectively, administrators 
can help ensure that:

1. Communication channels will 
open to lei tead^ers and administra 
tors discuss issues ri.iat go beyond stan 
dardized test scores Teachers will be 
regarded as credible sources of infor 
mation on student achievement and 
school effectiveness In periodic news 
conferences, highly qualified master 
teachers might report on the status of 
schools based on their own sources of 
achievement data. These reports could 
be supplemented by performance 
based data, such as assessment of writ 
ing samples read and judged by quali-

"Teachers simply 
do not have the 
luxury of 
measuring a 
student trait and 
then waiting for 
several weeks 
while the computer 
transforms the 
results into a 
percentile or grade 
equivalent score."
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"We need to 
develop a new 
generation of 
critical data 
consumers—a 

leration that 
lows the 

attributes of good 
assessment"

fied teachers Further, as pan of the 
districtwide testing program, teachers 
could be asked their opinions on what 
proportion of their students are work 
ing up to full potential

2. Resources will be appropriated so 
that teachers can collaborate on as 
sessment projects Discussion of assess 
ment issues, for example, could lead 
to a common set of performance stan 
dards and an integrated program of 
instructions to meet those shared ex 
pectations. In addition, teachers might 
design and use tests together, observe 
each other during performance assess 
ment, rate the performance of each 
other s students, evaluate one anoth 
er's tests, or just share good ideas.

3 Districtwide testing programs will 
be planned with an eye toward match 
ing the cost of the program to its 
impact on student learning or just 
improving its impact and usefulness to 
those in teaching and supervisory po 
sitions D istrictwide testing programs 
are typically intended to provide infor 
mation for public consumption for 
accountability They represent only a 
rarely used secondary source of infor 
mation to teachers Therefore, in many 
districts it may be neither necessary 
nor cost-efficient to test even- pupil. 
The savings that result from random 
sampling could be used to fund inser- 
vice programs to develop teachers 
test preparation skills and promote 
understanding of assessment issues.

4 Resources will be allocated to 
provide technical assistance to teach 
ers in the development and use of 
classroom assessments Expertise might 
be provided to help teachers design 
and construct better tests, score them, 
and analyze results Individualized 
help might be made available for 
teachers who wish to try some new 
and better way to measure outcomes 
that are important to them. Such per 
sonalized, continuous training could 
have a very positive impact on instruc 
tion not only because teachers 
would develop or improve testing 
skills, but also because the provision 
of specialized training would say to 
teachers clearly and unequivocally that 
their assessment insights and judg 
ments are valued and respected EH
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