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Introduction

A

cross the country, educational systems are bending under the
weight of “one more thing to do.” We suffer from what Douglas
B. Reeves refers to as “initiative fatigue” (2004a), the unfortunate
result of initiating one program to improve student achievement on
top of another and another and another, until we simply cannot take
on anything else. This “initiative fatigue” has led to a growing sense
of fragmentation, frustration, and even cynicism about where to place
our attention and energies, for to focus on everything is to focus on
nothing.
Leaders and educators are correct in questioning how these
separate programs, practices, and initiatives connect to one another
and how effective practices can work together to improve student
achievement. Our intent is to present a model of an integrated
instruction and assessment system composed of seemingly separate
practices and then to showcase common formative assessments as the
centerpiece of that system.
The information herein will provide a framework that any school
and district can use to develop and refine common formative assessments. The practices are applicable across all grades and content
areas. The specific content for any grade level or department can be
inserted into the structure we have designed.

Current Assessment Reality
Current legislation at the national and state levels has generated anxiety, debate, and dissent over student assessment. One of the reasons
for this is the fact that a majority of this legislation focuses on using
large-scale assessment results to make comparisons between groups of
students rather than monitoring an individual student’s personal
achievement gains from one assessment to the next in order to help
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that student improve. When educators are asked the question, “What
data about student achievement do you currently use?” (Holcomb,
1999, p. 18), the most frequent answer is the data from large-scale
assessments, even though the usefulness of that data for a classroom
teacher is limited. Large-scale assessment results of a child’s
progress—looked at in isolation of other assessments—are extremely
inadequate because they provide a “snapshot” of that child’s understanding on a given day, rather than a “photo album” of understanding acquired over time.
However, by coupling large-scale assessment measures with a
powerful in-classroom assessment system, educators can utilize the
building blocks needed to make a profound difference in the achievement of entire classes of individual students. The large-scale external
assessment is an assessment of the students’ learning that is summative, whereas the classroom internal assessment is an assessment
for the students’ learning that is formative (Stiggins, Arter, Chappuis,
& Chappuis, 2004). Both types of assessment are necessary. When
they are aligned with each other, formative assessment data can be
used to improve summative assessment results. Both of these assessments, working together, provide the information educators need to
improve instruction and student learning.
Large-scale assessments by themselves have minimal impact on an
individual child’s academic growth (Popham, 2001). The turnaround
time needed to receive results alone is a significant drawback that
greatly limits the assessment’s usefulness with regard to informing
instructional decision making. This is not to minimize the importance
of large-scale assessments, however. Analysis of large-scale assessments can lead to broad changes in curriculum content, curricular
sequencing, curriculum delivery, and enhancements of individual
classroom test items (Sargent, 2004). Although all these changes can
be very good, they still will not give educators the specific and timely
information they need to impact the learning of individual students
they work with each and every day. For that, a different type of
assessment is needed.

Common Formative Assessments
Common formative assessments for learning can do for classroom teachers what large-scale assessments of learning, by design,
cannot. These are assessments collaboratively designed by a gradelevel or department team that are administered to students by each
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participating teacher periodically throughout the year. They assess
student understanding of the particular standards that the grade-level
or department educators are currently focusing on in their individual
instructional programs. The teachers collaboratively score the assessments, analyze the results, and discuss ways to achieve improvements
in student learning on the next common formative assessment they
will administer. In this way, assessment informs instruction. If the
common formative assessments are aligned to the large-scale assessments in terms of what students will need to know and be able to do
on those assessments, the formative assessment results will provide
valuable information regarding what students already know and what
they yet need to learn. These assessments thus offer “predictive value”
as to the results students are likely to produce on the large-scale
assessments. Provided with this feedback early, educators can adjust
instruction to better prepare students for success on the large-scale
assessments.
When teachers (1) realize the vast gold mine of information that
formative assessments can provide, and (2) analyze strengths and
weaknesses in student understanding so as to set and achieve definite
goals for improvement, they are utilizing formative assessment results
to their fullest potential. Understanding the role formative assessments play in an interdependent instruction and assessment system,
educators come to realize how all the pieces fit together into one cohesive and powerful whole. In glimpsing the potential impact this practice can have on advancing all students to proficiency and beyond,
teachers make time for this powerful practice.
Administrators who foresee the vast potential that common formative assessments have in improving both the quality of instruction
and the subsequent learning for all students play a vital role in implementing this process in their schools. They can deliberately look for
creative ways to change daily teaching schedules to promote collaborative educator planning. By freeing participating teachers to meet in
grade-level and course/department teams, administrators provide
teachers with both the support and structure critical to effectively plan
and implement this important instruction-assessment component.

Variables We Can Control
Many variables influence student achievement. Some of these variables,
such as family income, family context, parents’ level of education,
and student life away from school, are outside of educators’ control
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(Popham, 2001). By focusing on what school leaders and educators can
influence—those variables that are within their control—they can make
a significant difference in the educational lives of students.
This assertion points to the critical need of focusing efforts on
enhancing the knowledge and skills of our educators. Why? “Of all
the things that are important to having good schools, nothing is as
important as the teacher and what that person knows, believes, and
can do” (Saphier & Gower, 1997, p. v).
For any educational improvement to bring about lasting change,
classroom teachers must be provided the opportunity for significant
investment and ownership in that improvement effort. Teachers must
be “at the table” in the research, design, implementation, and monitoring of progress on all-important changes that will impact curriculum, instruction, and assessment. When instituting a key change in an
existing school or district instructional practice, such as the implementation of common formative assessments, educators must play an
active role in order to make that change work.

Historical Context
Common formative assessments—designed, administered, and collaboratively scored by teams of educators—are a fairly new practice
for most of our nation’s teachers. Historically, educators working in
isolation from their colleagues have adhered to the following teaching-learning model: teach, test, issue grades, and repeat the same
sequence with the next material to be covered. Absent from this cycle
was the use of data to determine appropriate interventions for struggling students or accelerations for those needing enrichment.
As large-scale assessments appeared on the educational scene,
those outside the classroom did a general analysis of the data and then
acknowledged and recognized progress made. Gradually this general
review of the data evolved to a more critical analysis. The data revealed
more than just the total scores for reading, language, and math. Deeper
analysis of specific areas within content areas brought student learning
strengths and challenges into sharper focus. These subscales helped
educators pinpoint certain areas in which to plan for instructional
improvements, first for non-cohort groups of all students and then
later for cohorts of the same students from one year to the next. This
led to even broader changes, all of which we see today: a standardsbased curriculum, a recommended sequence of instruction, and the
alignment of curriculum with large-scale assessments. Analysis of
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large-scale assessment data also gave rise to still bigger questions of
how to use data to modify instruction to better meet student learning
needs—not only for different subgroups of students but for individual students as well.

The Importance of Data
Don recalls being in a data retreat with a group of middle school math
teachers who were engaged in an analysis of their large-scale assessment results. The teachers were confident that certain content had
been covered and that students knew that content prior to the test, yet
the data did not indicate that this was so. Upon closer examination,
the teachers realized that even though they had taught and assessed
these particular concepts and skills, they had taught and assessed
them as discrete, isolated elements. However, the large-scale assessment
required students to combine multiple concepts into one cohesive
response.
This is an excellent example of how educators can benefit from
careful analysis of any large-scale assessment, particularly those
administered by the state. Even though the data results were received
several months after the assessment had taken place, the teachers
understood that the way they were teaching and assessing needed to
change. Accordingly, the teachers began delivering content so that
students were able to make connections between and among the different concepts and skills they were learning. From that point forward, the teachers taught and assessed content aligned to the rigor
and format of the large-scale assessment.
Certainly we must continue to pay attention to our large-scale
assessment data. But we must go beyond the once-a-year analysis of
large-scale assessment data. We must begin focusing our energies and
time on the recurring analysis of small-scale, school-based assessments
for learning to better meet the diverse learning needs of all students.
Common formative assessments give classroom teachers the
timely data needed to provide students with the “educational booster
shots” of differentiated instruction. “In the classroom, teachers almost
always assess to see if students have hit the target” (Stiggins, 1997,
p. 35). High-quality classroom data clearly reflective of the students’
attainment of the most critical academic content—and available to
educators routinely throughout the quarter/semester/year—are the
data teachers need to be able to analyze in order to determine if
students are indeed “hitting the target.”

© 2008 Hawker Brownlow Education CO569X

5

6

Common Formative Assessments

A Road Map for Instructional Change
This book is intended to provide educators and leaders with a road
map for instructional change. It is important to first understand
the “big picture” of any comprehensive instruction and assessment
system and then to clearly see where each proposed new practice fits
within that system. The chapters that follow will contribute to both
the understanding of that “big picture” and the role that common
formative assessments play in the larger view.

The Big Picture:
How Powerful Practices Connect
Chapter 1 provides this big picture, illustrating the different parts of the
whole by means of two different diagrams. Describing the first diagram, we suggest different approaches and sequences for implementing the different practices listed around a circle. In the second, and
more detailed, diagram we emphasize the deliberate alignment of each
level of assessment—from the classroom to the state—so that each level
of assessment data provides “predictive value” as to how students are
likely to do on the next level of assessment. This standards-assessment
diagram represents our vision of complete alignment.

Formative and Summative Assessment
Chapter 2 provides an introduction to common formative and summative assessments. It includes the purposes of assessment and
describes further the distinctions between assessment of and for learning and offers guidelines for determining whether an assessment is
formative or summative. In addition, we further describe the aligning
of formative to summative assessments and address the issue of
“teaching to the test.”

Aligning Common Formative
Assessments to Power Standards™
Chapter 3 describes the critical relationship that exists between Power
Standards and common formative and summative assessments. In
this chapter, we clarify what Power Standards are and provide the
© 2008 Hawker Brownlow Education CO569X
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statistical rationale for identifying them. We then describe how to align
both classroom instruction and common formative assessments to the
Power Standards and offer suggestions as to how often collaborative
teams of educators design and administer such assessments.

Connecting “Unwrapped” Standards™
to Common Formative Assessments
Chapter 4 explains how to “unwrap” the Power Standards, including
the writing of Big Ideas and Essential Questions. The chapter also
describes how educators make direct connections between the
“unwrapped” concepts and skills found in the Power Standards and
the common formative assessments they design. Included in the
chapter are examples of each step in the “unwrapping” standards
process.

Assessment Literacy and
Major Types of Assessments
Chapter 5 describes “assessment literacy” and the major types of
assessments educators use. It offers suggestions for improving assessment literacy that educators will find helpful when designing individual classroom assessments as well as common formative and
summative assessments. The chapter points out the need to write
assessments that are fair, reliable, and valid. It concludes with ideas
for changing conventional assessment practice.

Developing and Refining
Common Formative Assessments
Chapter 6 offers guidelines for both the development and refinement of collaboratively created common formative assessments. It
also includes a strong recommendation that educators first design
their own assessments and later refine them after receiving quality
professional development. The chapter describes four essential activities to improve assessment quality during the revision stage: a check
for alignment and frequency between the assessment items and the
targeted Power Standards; a check for the inclusion of a variety
of assessment types; a “quality control check” of assessment items
© 2008 Hawker Brownlow Education CO569X
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referencing established criteria; and the development of an action
plan to guide the revision of the assessments.

Collaborative Scoring of
Common Formative Assessment
Chapter 7 provides three different options for the scoring of common
formative assessments (external, independent, and collaborative) and
emphasizes that the type of assessment strongly influences the choice
of scoring options. The chapter describes the process for the collaborative design of a scoring guide, including involvement by students,
and provides a series of recommended steps to follow when collaboratively scoring a constructed-response type of common formative
assessment. The chapter concludes with implications for grading.

Collaborative Analysis of Common
Formative Assessment Results
Chapter 8 will summarize the benefits of engaging in systematic data
analysis through the five-step Data Team™ process that grade-level
and department teams of teachers can use to analyze their common
formative pre- and post-assessment data. These five steps include: the
charting of student data; the identification of attributes found in proficient student papers and the areas of need found in non-proficient
student papers; the setting of a team goal for student improvement
during the current instructional cycle; the selection of effective teaching strategies to meet that goal; and the formation of an action plan
to guide the team’s work. The chapter concludes with implications for
intervention and acceleration.

Implementing Common Formative
Assessments in a School and District
Chapter 9 will present the conditions necessary for successfully
implementing common formative assessments within a school and
district. Though written primarily for leaders, the information will
prove relevant to educators as well. It will advocate for the holding
of high expectations accompanied by the proper means to support
those expectations, including the availability of ongoing professional
© 2008 Hawker Brownlow Education CO569X
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development as needed. The chapter will offer key strategies for
creating the time needed to do the work of implementation, the building
of collaborative leadership on a foundation of mutual trust, and the
strong recommendation to progress “at a pace acceptable to the organization.” It will conclude with a sample framework readers can use
for implementation planning.

Guidelines for Sustaining
Districtwide Implementation
Chapter 10, addressed primarily to district leaders, describes the
importance of creating an internal and external culture focused on
improvement as the very foundation for sustaining districtwide implementation of common formative assessments. It offers self-reflection
questions for leaders and emphasizes the importance of timing, focus,
and the building of solid relationships. In addition to providing structures needed for sustainability, the chapter suggests ways district
leaders can influence the external culture to support the initiative,
including collaboration with PreK–18 (pre-kindergarten through
Grade 12 school districts and institutions of higher education) councils.
We believe that the ideas presented in the pages ahead will prove
useful to your understanding of the vital role common formative
assessments play in this model of an integrated instruction and
assessment system. Let us now begin!
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The Big Picture
How Powerful Practices Connect
The Parts of the Whole
Just as a finished architectural blueprint must contain everything
needed to guide the actual construction of a building (including plumbing, electrical, door-and-window scheme, and so on), it is necessary to
first design the “big picture” blueprint of a comprehensive instruction
and assessment model—including all the major components of that
system—before attention turns to “building” each individual component. As educators and leaders work together to effectively design one
essential component of a comprehensive instruction and assessment
system before proceeding to the next component, they make definite,
incremental progress toward eventually finishing the big picture system
they are constructing.
The major components in our model of a standards-based comprehensive instruction and assessment system include:
a. Power Standards
b. “Unwrapping” the standards; Big Ideas and Essential
Questions
c. Formative and summative assessments
d. Instructional unit design, including classroom performance
assessments
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e. Collaborative scoring of student work, including implications
for grading
f. Data-driven instructional decision making, including implications for intervention and acceleration
Each of these components plays a powerful role, both independently and interdependently, in advancing student learning. Our essential focus in this book is to showcase the role of common formative
assessments as they connect to each of these interrelated components.
Here is a brief overview of the individual components in this
standards-based instruction and assessment model. In subsequent
chapters, each component and its relationship to the others will be
described in greater detail.
Power Standards are a subset of the entire list of the state or district content and performance standards. These are prioritized standards that are determined as being absolutely essential for student
understanding and success (a) in each level of schooling; (b) in life;
and (c) on all high-stakes assessments.
“Unwrapping” the standards refers to a simple yet powerful
technique of analyzing the Power Standards—and other related
standards—to identify the critical concepts and skills students need
to know and be able to do. Big Ideas and Essential Questions that
emerge from the “unwrapped” standards are then used to focus and
align both instruction and assessment.
Instructional unit design follows—not leads—the selection and
“unwrapping” of Power Standards and includes designing conceptual
units of study with performance tasks and accompanying rubrics or
scoring guides. Classroom performance tasks serve as “learning vehicles” that enable students to apply and understand the “unwrapped”
concepts and skills and develop their own Big Idea responses to
the Essential Questions. A pre-assessment is given to students prior to
designing instructional units and performance assessments. A postassessment is given at the conclusion of the instructional unit.
Formative classroom assessment results can provide immediate
feedback to both teachers and students regarding current levels of
student understanding. These same results provide teachers with
feedback regarding the effectiveness of instruction and how to better
meet learning needs of students. Summative classroom assessment
results provide a final measure for determining if learning goals
have been met. Working together, formative and summative assessments provide “multiple measures” of evidence regarding the degree
of student understanding of the standards in focus.
© 2008 Hawker Brownlow Education CO569X
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Common formative and summative assessments may be identical
to individual classroom formative and summative assessments except
for one notable distinction—they are developed collaboratively in gradelevel and department teams and incorporate each team’s collective
wisdom (professional knowledge and experience) in determining the
selection, design, and administration of those assessments.
Collaborative scoring of student work occurs after administering the common formative pre- and post-assessments to students,
particularly if the assessments are of the constructed-response type.
Participating teachers meet to evaluate the student papers by means
of a scoring guide designed for that purpose, and then sort the
student papers by predetermined levels of proficiency. Collaborative
scoring promotes fair and accurate determination of proficiency levels. Grades reflect student performance on summative assessments.
Data-driven instructional decision making involves five steps:
(1) the charting of student performance data; (2) analyzing the
data; (3) setting a goal for improvement; (4) selecting specific teaching
strategies to meet that goal; and (5) determining results indicators to
gauge the effectiveness of the selected teaching strategies. Participating
teachers write an action plan to guide the implementation of their
five data-driven steps to improve student achievement. Planning for
instructional interventions and accelerations results from analyzing
the formal and informal assessments teachers use to diagnose and
monitor student learning.

The Circle Graphic
The following two diagrams represent the interconnectedness of
these practices. In the first, and more simplified, representation—a
circle around which appear the instruction and assessment practices
of our model—leaders and educators can choose to begin the implementation of these practices wherever they choose. Three different
approaches are described below.

Begin With Power Standards
Approach 1. Educators and leaders within schools and districts first
use their professional judgment to identify their Power Standards
and then review both state assessment data and state assessment
requirements to determine if any modifications or changes need to
be made to their selections. They then proceed to “unwrap” their
prioritized standards and continue around the circle as indicated. The
following sequence of steps describes this approach:
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