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Facts About Purposes and Forms of Assessment

David E.W. Mott

What is assessment? It is a generic term assessments to describe quizzes, tests, and exams. These instruments assess students’ knowledge, skills, and abilities. There may be differences among assessments, exams, and tests, depending on who you ask; however, here we are using the terms interchangeably.

In this paper, I am focusing on two aspects of assessment which seem to be much in the news lately. The two are the purposes of assessment and the distinctions between formative and summative assessment. 

Purposes of Assessment

First, what are assessments used for; what are their purposes? Assessments, tests, and exams as used in schools have a number of quite different purposes. Some of the common purposes are listed below. You may notice, some of these purposes overlap others. Also, many, if not most, assessments are given for more than one distinct purpose. The purpose or purposes of an assessment is always the first question any designer of an assessment has to face. Be aware that no assessment can serve too many different purposes well. Features that make an assessment useful for one purpose often make it less good for others. So here are thirteen purposes, presented alphabetically:

●
To Certify — which is to say that passing an assessment gives an individual some credential that carries prestige, allows them to practice a profession, go on in school, and so on. 

●
To Develop — a better lesson, course of study, course, curriculum, etc. or to do research on how to do this.

●
To Diagnose — that is, to discover specifically what an individual is capable of regarding specific knowledge, skill, or ability. 

●
To Discover — what are unknown student strengths and/or weaknesses.

●
To Document — what an individual has learned or the educational status of individuals, educators, or educational institutions for public relations, policy, or funding purposes. 

●
To Evaluate — the quality of instruction a student has received (for either holding students accountable, motivating educators, or evaluating programs).

●
To Intervene — that is, to interrupt an educational process that may not be proceeding as effectively as desired.

●
To Motivate — that is, to encourage students to study, to reward them for successful studying, and to punish them for ineffective studying. (We don’t speak much about this last, do we?)

●
To Place — by which we mean: to determine the optimal grade or achievement level into which to locate an individual. Also, screening for placement or to determine eligibility is covered here.

●
To Predict — to be able to forecast how a student or group of students will do on another assessment. 

●
To Prepare — or to practice and learn how best to take other assessments or to perform an actual task. 

●
To Sort — that is, to rank or order individuals on some trait of interest. (Norm-referenced tests such as the Stanford Achievement Tests (SAT9) and the Iowa Tests of Basic Skills (ITBS) are designed to do this. Spellings bees are another example.)

●
To Teach — that is, specifically to be an instructional instrument. Often, materials presented within assessments are learned especially well, and the feedback from the results of the assessment, if made available, helps individuals in their learning process. Perhaps the attention students pay to tests make material presented in them more memorable.

Forms of Assessment: Formative vs. Summative Assessment

There has been much discussion about formative vs. summative assessments. Really, it is mostly about terminology. Here are some simple definitions. Formative assessments are those designed to provide feedback to individuals and their teachers during the actual process of learning. It is part of the learning process. Summative assessments are those which “sum up” the knowledge, skills, or abilities of the person taking the assessment. These assessments usually provide a quantitative grade or make a judgment about a person’s achievement. These are outcome tests. A good way to think of a summative assessment is as a means to gauge, at a given point in time, some learning, relative to either content standards, to a normative group, or to a competence level in a given area. summative assessments are not generally considered to be a part of instruction.

Rick Stiggins popularized the formative-summative distinction with his distinctive labels: “assessment FOR learning and assessments OF learning. For more clarity, the FOR part can be read as “in the service of” The relevant website for this is: http://www.assessmentinst.com/. Some people call assessment formative when it is diagnostic. That is when it describes what students can and cannot do. Used in this way, formative assessments are those that educators can use to change the direction of instruction for either a specific student or a group. However, that definition includes virtually any test, as all can be used in some way to alter instruction.

One more thing before we move on: Any assessment is ultimately defined by how it is actually used. If a teacher gives a pop quiz and grades it, but does not let how students did on the quiz affect the subsequent teaching, that quiz is being used summatively, if it is being used at all. Conversely, if a recent law school graduate who has failed to pass the Bar Exam on the first try, intensely studies those areas in which he or she did not do well, that exam is truly being used formatively. So a key difference is the feedback mechanism.

But let’s not think so much of formal definitions; rather think of a continuum or a spectrum of assessments. This continuum covers not just the format of the assessments but also why they are given and what they are used for. At the continuum’s most “formative” end (the red end below) is the most casual of teacher observations: noticing that students look confused. Traveling toward the “summative” end, we pass: formal oral questioning, graded homework assignments, written “pop” quizzes, snapshot tests, end of unit or chapter tests, interim benchmark exams, state standards tests (e.g., the State Standards Tests), college entrance exams, professional board certification exams, on the way to that most-summative of all evaluations, life success. 





It should be noted that some purists insist that no assessment can be called formative unless it is a formal assessment procedure conducted in the very midst of the active learning process. This position is well articulated by Stuart Kahl, president of Measured Progress, “If you’re shopping around from vendor to vendor for a formative test, the tests you’re seeing probably aren’t formative. Formative assessments are not designed to measure mastery or to inform students’ course grades. In fact, true formative assessment does not contribute to grades at all because, by definition, it is conducted before the teacher has moved on to new skills and topics.”

Some more ways to think about formative vs. summative assessment:

In economic terminology: formative tests are leading indicators of achievement, whereas summative assessments are lagging indicators of achievement. In economics, a leading indicator is a variable that predicts an economic trend, whereas a lagging indicator is a variable that changes after or in response to another economic trend. Leading indicators are the more sought after; as they may permit action to change what otherwise may occur. On the other hand, a lagging indicator tells you what just happened. The Stock Market just Crashed! Formative assessments are leading indicators in education. The state SOL Test is a lagging indicator. To a teacher or a student, formative assessment is of more value than summative assessment as actions to permit change are possible.

Individualized Instruction vs. Whole-Group Instruction: If formative assessments are given, they will often necessarily result in the need for individualized or differentiated instruction. This is because assessments used formatively generally show that some students need instruction in one thing and others need to be taught something else. 

So —  Can you use vendor-supplied test item databases and tests to do formative assessment? Yes! Can you use teacher or other locally-developed test items to do formative assessment? Yes! Can either vendor-supplied or locally-developed materials be used to construct summative assessment? Yes! The use is what makes the distinction.
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