The Standards

1. The interests of the student are paramount in
assessment.

Assessment experiences at all levels, whether formative or summative, have
consequences for students (see standard 7). Assessments may alter their ed-
ucational opportunities, increase or decrease their motivation to learn, elicit
positive or negative feelings about themselves and others, and influence their
understanding of what it means to be literate, educated, or successful. It is not
enough for assessment to serve the well-being of students “on average”; we
must aim for assessment to serve, not harm, each and every student.

The following assessment practices are most likely to serve students’ interests.
First and foremost, assessment must encourage students to become engaged in
literacy learning, to reflect on their own reading and writing in productive ways,
and to set respective literacy goals. In this way, students become involved in,
and responsible for, their own learning and are better able to assist the teacher
in focusing instruction. Some assessment practices, however, such as those that
include public comparisons of students, tend to produce conditions of threat
and defensiveness, limiting students’ engagement and their ability to reflect pro-
ductively on their performance. English-language learners face a double hurdle,
since their test results often reflect both their knowledge of a subject and their
knowledge of the English language. Constructive reflection is particularly dif-
ficult under such conditions. Thus, assessment should emphasize what students
can do rather than what they cannot do. Portfolio assessment, for example, if
managed properly, can be reflective, involving students in their own learning
and assisting teachers in refocusing their instruction.

Assessments that serve the students’ interests might include many of the
multimodal texts that students create outside of school because they are con-
structed for purposes that the students establish—for example, how they update
their MySpace pages based on their interests, recent events, or new friends. Most
of the texts they create as artifacts of typical reading of print in school are for
purposes established by teachers. It is possible that we could get much more
valid assessments of their literacy practices if we provided more opportunities
for them to select both texts (whether print or multimodal) and tools (e.g,, Web
2.0 tools).
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Second, assessiment must provide useful information to inform and enable
reflection. The information must be both specific and timely. Specific informa-
tion on students’ knowledge, skills, strategies, and attitudes helps teachers, par-
ents, and students set goals and plan instruction more thoughtfully. Information
about students’ confusions, counterproductive strategies, and limitations, too,
can help students and teachers reflect on and learn about students’ reading and
writing, as long as it is provided in the context of clear descriptions of what they
can do. It is equally important that assessments provide timely information. 1f
information is not provided immediately, it is not likely to be used, nor is it likely
to be useful because needs, interests, and aspirations generally change with the
passage of time. In either case, the opportunity to influence and promote learn-
ing may be missed.

Third, the assessment must yield high-quality information. The quality of
information is suspect when tasks are too difficult or too easy, when students do
not understand the tasks or cannot follow the directions, or when they are too
anxious to be able to do their best or even their typical work. In these situations,
students cannot produce their best efforts or demonstrate what they know. For
example, researchers have found that modifying or simplifying the language
of test items has consistently resulted in English-language learners’ improved
performance and does not sacrifice the rigor of the test. Requiring students to
spend their time and efforts on assessment tasks that do not yield high-quality,
useful information results in students losing valuable learning time. Such a loss
does not serve their interests and thus constitutes an invalid practice (see stan-
dard 7).

It is important to note that many classroom-level assessments also fail to
meet criteria for serving student interests. Regardless of the source or motivation
for any particular assessment, states, school districts, schools, and teachers must
demonstrate how the assessment practices benefit and do not harm individual
students.

This standard requires that if any individual student’s interests are not
served by an assessment practice, regardless of whether it is intended for ad-
ministration or decision making by an individual or by a group (as is the case
with tests used to apply accountability pressure on teachers), then that practice
is not valid for that student. Those responsible for requiring an assessment are
responsible for demonstrating how these assessment practices benefit and do
not harm individual students.

Traditionally, group-administered, machine-scorable tests have not encour-
aged students to reflect constructively on their reading and writing, have not
provided specific and timely feedback, and generally have not provided high-
quality information about students. Consequently, they have seemed unlikely to
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serve the best interests of students. However, this need not be the case if they are
able to provide timely, high-quality information to students.

Assessment instruments or procedures themselves are not the only con-
sideration in this standard. The context in which they are used can be equally
important. Indeed, the most productive and powerful assessments for students
are likely to be the formative assessments that occur in the daily activities of
the classroom. Maximizing the value of these for students and minimizing the
likelihood that they are damaging for any one student might involve an invest-
ment in staff development and the creation of conditions that enable teachers to
reflect on their own practice. Similarly, assessment by portfolio might work well
when teachers have expertise in a workshop approach to literacy but not when
there is pressure for performance on a high-stakes multiple-choice test. This is
not to say that portfolio assessment that satisfies this standard in the classroom
may not also satisty it in the context of a high-stakes assessment, such as an ac-
countability assessment.

2. The teacher is the most important agent of
assessment.

Most educational assessment takes place in the classroom, as teachers and stu-
dents interact with one another. Teachers design, assign, observe, collaborate
in, and interpret the work of students in their classrooms. They assign meaning
to interactions and evaluate the information that they receive and create in
these settings. In short, teachers are the primary agents, not passive consum-
ers, of assessment information. It is their ongoing, formative assessments that
primarily influence students’ learning. This standard acknowledges the critical
role of the teacher and the consequences and responsibilities that accompany
this role.

Whether they use tests, work samples, discussion, or ongoing observation,
teachers make sense of students’ reading and writing development. They read
these many different texts, oral and written, that students produce in order to
construct an understanding of students as literate individuals. The sense they
make of a student’s reading or writing is communicated to the student through
spoken or written comments and translated into instructional decisions in the
classroom (e.g., subsequent assignments, grouping for instruction). Because of
such important consequences, teachers must be aware of and deliberate about
their roles as assessors.
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This responsibility demands considerable expertise. First, unless teachers
can recognize the significance of aspects of a student’s performance—a par-
ticular kind of error or behavior, for example—they will be unable to adjust
instruction accordingly. They must know what signs to attend to in children’s
literate behavior. This requires a deep knowledge of the skills and processes of
reading and writing and a sound understanding of their own literacy practices.
Therefore, it is important that teachers themselves be readers and writers who
understand these processes from the inside out. The more knowledgeable teach-
ers are on the subjects of reading and writing and the more observant they are
of students’ literate behavior, the more productive their assessments will be. It is
particularly important that teachers who work with English-language learners
possess the specific knowledge and skills required to recognize students’ devel-
oping proficiency and help them become fully literate.

Second, teachers must have routines for systematic assessment in order to
ensure that each student is benefiting optimally from instruction.

Third, because of the need for this level of expertise and because the quality
of formative assessment has a strong effect on the quality of instruction, improv-
ing teachers’ assessment expertise requires ongoing professional development,
coaching, and access to professional learning communities. Nurturing such
communities must be a priority for improving assessment. Teachers need to feel
safe to share, discuss, and critique their own work in public forums with their
peers. These conditions encourage the engagement of the multiple perspectives
necessary both for learning and for reducing the effects of individual biases.

Fourth, as agents of assessment, teachers must take responsibility for making
and sharing judgments about students’ achievements and progress. They cannot
defer to others or to other instruments. At the same time, others must come to
trust and support teachers in their judgments. Such trust and support are fostered
when school communities are organized in ways that bring multiple perspectives
to the assessment process and counter any inherent bias (see standard 5).

Fifth, much of the assessment information in classrooms is made available
in students’ talk about their reading and writing. When students have conver-
sations about a book, for instance, a teacher hears the process of their compre-
hending. Unless a teacher can generate such conversations among children, this
information is simply not available.

Unlike makers of standardized tests, teachers are in a unique position to
engage in valid assessment. Because they are closest to students’ learning, they
have the opportunity to make many detailed observations over time. For ex-
ample, the use of classroom portfolios can reduce the likelihood that a student’s
“bad day” performance will unduly influence a teacher’s conclusions about that
student’s overall literacy. Classroom portfolios also allow a wider range of obser-
vations to be made in more diverse and representative situations, thus increasing
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the validity of the assessments. Teachers can adapt assessments to the special
characteristics of individual students, instructional programs, and community
expectations, as well as using their assessments to reflect on the effectiveness of
their own instructional practice.

Superficially, commercially published tests appear to offer an objectivity
that teachers’ classroom assessments may lack. In reality, our understanding
of language asserts that it is not possible to construct an unbiased test of lit-
eracy. The basis for less-biased assessment repertoires is teachers’ knowledge
about learning and literacy. The foundation of this assessment ability is deep
and diverse knowledge of individual students and of reading and writing. The
more teachers know about literacy development in general and, more important,
about the literacy development of individual students, the more insightful they
will be about understanding students’ literate practices and the better equipped
they will be to provide appropriate instruction.

Teacher knowledge cannot be replaced by standardized tests. Any one-shot
assessment procedure cannot capture the depth and breadth of information
teachers have available to them. Even when a widely used, commercial test is
administered, teachers must draw upon the full range of their knowledge about
content and individual students to make sense of the limited information such
a test provides. A teacher who knows a great deal about the range of techniques
readers and writers use will be able to provide students and other audiences
with specific, focused feedback about learning. Indeed, students learn things
about themselves and about literacy from teachers’ feedback that no standard-
ized test can supply. Most standardized tests compare students to one another,
while teachers’ comments can be specific and individualized, providing a clear
picture of each student’s special strengths and weaknesses. Students can then use
such feedback in their self-evaluations. When students are able to engage in self-
evaluation, they are more likely to take control of their own literate learning.

3. The primary purpose of assessment is to improve
teaching and learning.

Assessment is used in educational settings for a variety of purposes, such
as keeping track of learning, diagnosing reading and writing difficulties, de-
termining eligibility for programs, evaluating programs, evaluating teaching,
and reporting to others. Underlying all these purposes is a basic concern for
improving teaching and learning. In the United States it is common to use
testing for accountability, but the ultimate goal remains the improvement of
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teaching and learning. Similarly, we use assessments to determine eligibility for
special education services, but the goal is more appropriate teaching and bet-
ter learning for particular students. In both cases, if improved teaching and
learning do not result, the assessment practices are not valid (see standard 7).

If an educarional assessment practice is to be considered valid, it must inform in-
struction and lead to improved teaching and learning. The assessment problem
then becomes one of setting conditions so that classrooms and schools become
centers of inquiry where students and teachers investigate and improve their
own learning and teaching practices, both individually and as learning com-
munities. This in turn requires teachers, schools, and school districts not only
to use assessment to reflect on learning and teaching but also to examine, con-
stantly and critically, the assessment process itself and its relation to instruction.
No matter how elaborate and precise the data provided by an assessment proce-
dure are, its interpretation, its use, or the context of its use can render it useless
or worse with respect to improving teaching and learning. For example, climates
in which perfectly useful assessment data are employed to place blame can lead
to defensiveness rather than to problem solving and improved learning.

Ensuring that assessment leads to the improvement of teaching and learn-
ing is not simply a technical matter of devising instruments for generating higher
quality data. At least as important are the conditions under which assessment
takes place and the climate produced by assessment practices. Sometimes the
language we choose to frame assessment distracts us from this standard. We
believe that the commonly expressed need for “higher standards” is better ex-
pressed as the need for higher quality instruction, for without it, higher stan-
dards simply means denying greater numbers of students access to programs
and opportunities. The central function of assessment, therefore, is not to prove
whether teaching or learning has taken place, but to improve the quality of
teaching and learning and thereby to increase the likelihood that all members of
the society will acquire a full and critical literacy (see standard 1).

4. Assessment must reflect and allow for critical
inquiry into curriculum and instruction.

Sound educational practices start with a curriculum that values complex lit-
eracy, instructional practices that nurture it, and assessments that fully reflect
it. In order for assessment to allow productive inquiry into curriculum and
instruction, it must reflect the complexity of that curriculum as well as the

16



instructional practices in schools. This is particularly important because assess-
ment shapes teaching, learning, and policy. Assessment that reflects an im-
poverished view of literacy will result in a diminished curriculum and distorted
instruction and will not enable productive problem solving or instructional
improvement. Because assessment shapes instruction, the higher the stakes of
the assessment, the more important it is that it reflect this full complexity.

Critical inquiry into curriculum, instruction, and assessment is important at
all levels. Policymakers, no less than teachers and students, must have clear
understandings of the curriculum and instructional practices in order to make
informed decisions. Decisions based on severely restricted or distorted informa-
tion or on unexamined assumptions will be poor decisions.

Two major problems beset efforts to inquire into curriculum, instruction,
and assessment. The first is that reading and writing standards guiding curri-
cula in many districts often fragment literacy rather than represent its complex-
ity. They also frequently omit important aspects of literacy such as self-initiated
learning, questioning author’s bias, perspective taking, multiple literacies, social
interactions around literacy, metacognitive strategies, and literacy dispositions.
Furthermore, even when the standards come closer to representing these fea-
tures of complex literacy, high-stakes assessments rarely address the difficult-
to-measure standards, opting instead to focus on content that is easier and more
expedient to assess using inexpensive test formats. For example, teachers who
emphasize the clarity of writing, attention to audience, vibrant language, re-
vision, and sound support of assertions advocated in many content standards
rarely find such qualities fully reflected in high-stakes tests, or they find these
standards assessed through items that focus on mechanics or conventions.
Similarly, students who are urged in classroom instruction to form opinions and
back them up need to be assessed accordingly, rather than with tests that do not
allow for creative or divergent thinking.

A second, related problem is the power of assessments to shape instruc-
tion (see standard 7). Pressure associated with high-stakes tests as well as some
forms of progress monitoring have focused attention on implementing specific
curriculum programs, interventions, or approaches to instruction. Instructional
practices such as providing additional support for students who perform just be-
low cut scores (“bubble kids”), but not for those significantly below, or efforts to
increase reading rate without regard for comprehension, should be questioned.
Other measures of opportunity to learn, such as teachers’ access to ongoing
professional development and the availability of resources to connect schools to
local communities, must also be considered.
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Policymakers and administrators, no less than teachers and students, have
a responsibility to understand the complexities and importance of a full and
critical literacy and the nature of instruction that will foster it. They must recog-
nize that tests, although sometimes necessary, are often not the best assessment
procedures for capturing the subtleties of teaching and learning. They must rec-
ognize test results for what they obscure or fail 10 assess as well as for what they
reveal. In the public interest, they must not endow test scores with the power to
tell more than they are able. Hundreds of studies have shown that nonschool fac-
tors, such as parents’ education level or socioeconomic status, have a greater ef-
fect on student achievement than do school factors. Tests that do not adequately
reflect a complex model of literacy send a misleading message to teachers and
students about the kinds of reading and writing that are valued by society.

In sum, without critical inquiry into the link between specific assessments
and curricula, it is difficult to know whether an assessment provides a full rep-
resentation of literacy or even represents a valid measure of the standards it is
intended to represent.

5. Assessment must recognize and reflect the
intellectually and socially complex nature of
reading and writing and the important roles of
school, home, and society in literacy development.

Literacy is complex, social, and constantly changing. The literacies of students
graduating from high school today were barely imaginable when they began
their schooling. Outside of school, students live and will go on to work in a
media culture with practices unlike those currently occurring in school (even in
the setting of the school media center). Students need to acquire competencies
with word processors, blogs, wikis, Web browsers, instant messaging, listservs,
bulletin boards, virtual worlds, video editors, presentation software, and many
other literate tools and practices. Traditional, simple definitions of literacy will
not help prepare students for the lierate lives of the present—let alone the fu-
ture. Consequently, reading and writing cannot usefully be assessed as a set of
isolated, independent tasks or events. It is critical to gather specific information
about materials, tasks, and media being used with students for both instruc
tional and assessment purposes. In addition, we need to assess how practices
are used to participate in the broader media culture as well as to examine how
the broader culture assigns status to some practices over others (e.g, texting as
contrasted to writing paragraph summaries in language arts class).
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Whatever the medium, literacy is social and involves negotiations among
authors and readers around meanings, purposes, and contexts. Literate prac
tices are now rarely solitary cognitive acts. Furthermore, literate practices dif-
fer across social and cultural contexts and across different media. Students’
behavior in one setting may not be at all representative of their behavior in
another. This may be particularly true of English-language learners who may
lack the fluency to express themselves fully inside the classroom but may be
lively contributors in their families and communities.

In school settings, instruction and assessment should be seen as highly inter-
active processes. For example, aspects of the learning situation interact with
cultural and home environments to influence student learning and motivation.
These social situations shape purposes for both teachers and students, influ-
ence the conditions and constraints present in the learning context, and affect
students’ motivation to engage in reading and writing activities. In the social
context of schooling, many factors influence learning and performance. These
include types of activities, management efficiency, grouping patterns, teacher
and student expectations and beliefs, classroom interactions, and the classroom
environment. In addition, factors associated with teaching, such as content,
tasks, and materials, all affect literacy learning.

The quality and appropriateness of assessment efforts depend to a consid-
erable extent on the degree to which these complexities have been considered.
The quality of an assessment will be low if it yields an incomplete or distorted
picture of a student’s literacy. Characteristics of the text, the task, the situation,
and the purpose can all have an impact on the student’s performance, and only
some aspects of reading and writing will be captured in any given assessment
situation. Formal tests need to be considerably more complex than is generally
true today. Tests that accommodate multiple responses, different types of texts
and tasks, and indicators of attitude and motivation are all essential to a com-
prehensive view of literacy achievement. Wherever possible, assessments must
specify the types of texts, tasks, and situations used for assessment purposes
and note whether and when students’ performance was improved by variations
in text quality, type of task, or situation.

In order to meet this standard, we must depend less on one-shot assess-
ment practices and place more value on assessments of ongoing classroom
performance, assuming that classroom curricula develop the full complexity
of literate learning. Finally, when assessment information is interpreted and re-
ported, descriptive information about the assessment tasks and texts and the
instructional situation should be included. Given the complexity of the tasks
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involved, reducing reading and writing performance to a letter or number grade
is unacceptable.

6. Assessment must be fair and equitable.

We live in a multiculcural society with laws that promise equal rights to all. Our
school communities must work to ensure that all students, as different as they
are in cultural, ethnig, religious, linguistic, and economic background, receive a
fair and equitable education. Assessment plays an important part in ensuring
fairness and equity, first, because it is intimately related to curriculum, instruc
tion, and learning, and second, because assessment provides a seemingly im-
partial way of determining who should and who should not be given access to
educational institutions and resources. To be fair, then, assessment must be as
free as possible of biases based on ethnic group, gender, nationality, religion,
socioeconomic condition, sexual orientation, or disability. Furthermore, assess-
ment must help us to confront biases that exist in schooling.

In the past, standardized tests have been viewed as a means to avoid the cultural
and personal biases of teachers’ judgments. However, just as it is impossible to
eliminate bias from teachers, it is also impossible to produce an unbiased test of
reading or writing. Language itself involves social conventions that differ from
culture to culture. Furthermore, words have different shades of meaning for dif-
ferent cultures, and the variation in life experiences across culturally, economi-
cally, and geographically different situations can be quite extreme. Consequently,
students differ enormously in the interpretations they give to the texts they read,
the topics they feel comfortable writing about, and the ways they respond to
different forms of assessment. The curriculum-distorting effects of high-stakes
testing are also distributed unevenly across subgroups of the population. In the
United States, urban schools with significant numbers of students living in pov-
erty are more subject to the curriculum-narrowing pressures of high-stakes test-
ing than are more affluent suburban schools.

The inevitability of bias notwithstanding, when tests must be used, as many
biases as possible should be controlled. Whenever possible, assessment should
be accomplished in a language that will not interfere with the individual’s per-
formance. Assessment practices should not devalue cultural differences in di-
alect. Students have the right to learn the language of the dominant culture
because it is the language of power. However, students should not be penalized
in assessments for using their home language where the privileged dialect is
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not specifically required. Assessment must also take into consideration the dif-
ferences between basic and academic language and the length of time students
need to become skilled at each.

Biases routinely occur in assessments and in the curricula they represent.
For example, all students should study and be assessed on literature from and
knowledge of cultures other than their own. Failure to do so introduces a cul-
tural bias. However, there are other biases that regularly occur as a result of
assessments. Students who are initially less successful than others in literacy
acquisition often find that their curriculum shrinks to one that is less engaging
and less mind-expanding. This form of bias is often also associated with eco-
nomic differences across schools, and it perpetuates those differences by reduc-
ing the breadth and complexity of the literacy students acquire. Assessment that
allows for critical inquiry into the curriculum is an important antidote to such
common but avoidable inequalities and also serves to make institutional biases
clear and public.

Most biases are part of the perspective we bring from our cultural back-
grounds, so we tend not to notice them in ourselves. We must strive to have the
testing industry, policymakers, administrators, and teachers—all those charged
with creating and interpreting tests—reflect and respect the diversity of our
society. At the same time, it is particularly important that multiple perspectives
be brought to bear on assessment issues (see standard 8). One way to take test
bias seriously would be to ensure strong and varied representation of culturally,
ethnically, linguistically, and economically diverse groups in the construction of
public tests. In this way, test biases should become apparent and, once recog-
nized, be easier to reduce. A second important way to address bias is to make
tests available for public examination after they have been given. A third way
to offset bias is to ensure that no single assessment is used to make important
educational decisions (see standard 8).

Inequities in schooling can also be compounded through inappropriate as-
sessment. For example, assessment practices, both large scale and centered in the
classroom, often lead to students being placed in different instructional settings
or programs with the intention of producing a better match between student and
curriculum. This leads to a significant equity issue. On the one hand, a better
instructional match is possible, but on the other, different and perhaps lowered
expectations on the parts of both teachers and students themselves may result.
Once students are assigned to systematically different curricula, uneven access
to subsequent experiences and jobs becomes not just possible, but probable.

Other uses of assessments can also produce inequities. For example, exter-
nal pressures regarding the use of tests often differ across school settings within
individual districts or specific regions. This is particularly common in large cit-
ies. Similarly, a common practice in newspapers in some areas is to report the
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average test scores of students by district, school, or even classroom. Because
individuals and businesses are reluctant to move into areas where schools have
low scores on tests, tax bases and economic resources erode in these neighbor-
hoods with the result that economically stressed school systems become more
so. Pressure on teachers also increases, which creates greater teacher attrition
and leaves high-needs schools with a less experienced teaching force.

When assessing, we must be sure to attend to the relevant competencies. For
example, provisions should be made to ensure that second-language learners are
assessed in ways that permit them to show what they know and can do, with
consideration for the time it takes to develop both basic and academic language.
For students classified as reading disabled, the situation is less clear. In some
U.S. states it is considered appropriate for these students to have their read-
ing assessments read aloud to them. This practice may seem fair, but it makes
productive inquiry impossible because the assessment no longer represents the
construct “reading.”

We must also remember that, although assessment plays an important role
in ensuring fairness and equity, the goal of equity cannot be laid solely at the
feet of assessment. No assessment practice can shore up the differences in edu-
cational experience that arise from the obviously unequal conditions of extreme
poverty and wealth.

7. The consequences of an assessment procedure
are the first and most important consideration in
establishing the validity of the assessment.

Tests, checklists, observation schedules, and other assessments cannot be eval-
uated out of the context of their use. If a perfectly reliable and comprehensive
lireracy test were designed but using it took three weeks away from children’s
learning and half the annual budget for instructional materials, we would have
to weigh these consequences against any value gained from using the test. If
its use resulted in teachers building a productive learning community around
the data and making important changes in their instruction, we would also
have to weigh these consequences. This standard essentially argues for “en-
vironmental impact” projections, along with careful, ongoing analyses of the
consequences of assessment practices. Responsibility for this standard lies with
the entire school community, to ensure that assessments are not used in ways
that have negative consequences for schools and students. Any assessment
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procedure that does not contribute positively to teaching and learning should
not be used.

By asserting that procedures cannot be evaluated out of the context of their use,
this standard puts assessment, teaching, and learning back together. It asserts
that simply devising a more detailed or more complex test will not by itself result
in a more valid assessment. If an assessment procedure has adverse motivational
consequences for school communities, segments of school communities, or in-
dividuals, then the procedure is invalid.

Adverse consequences from assessment can arise in a variety of ways, such
as in these examples:

* Assessment techniques that very publicly value only a narrow range of
literacy activity or very controlling forms of reading and writing (as op-
posed to a more critical literacy) enforce a narrowing of the curriculum for
students. This routinely occurs in the United States through high-stakes
accountability testing. Classroom assessment practices can have the same
effects, sometimes as a consequence of high-stakes testing practices. This
occurs when, for example, classroom assessment focuses on worksheets
and multiple-choice tests or when evaluative feedback on student writing
focuses on spelling and grammar and not on students’ thinking, substan-
tive content, or organization or when classroom assessment focuses cen-
trally on reading speed.

Institutionally enforced commercial assessments reduce available school
resources for teachers to conduct more instructionally informative
assessments.

Reporting procedures that focus on ranking or rating rather than on per-
formance draw learners’ attention away from the process of learning, re-
duce their notions of literacy acquisition to a simple linear continuum,
disrupt collaborative learning communities, make students and teachers
defensive, and thus inhibit learning,

This standard rejects the unfortunately common argument that a given test
is valid in spite of the fact that its use has problematic consequences (e.g., placing
a student in a program that does not serve her well). Inquiring into the effects of
assessment practices is never simple. It should be ongoing, capitalizing on multi-
ple data sources and multiple perspectives, always recognizing that these efforts
are likely to raise value-laden conlflicts, such as the tension between the public’s
right to know and the preservation of conditions that will foster learning. This
standard means that assessment information should not be used for judgmental
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or political purposes if that would be likely to cause harm to students or to the
effectiveness of teachers or schools. Schools have a responsibility to report as-
sessment results to parents in a way that will assist, not hinder, students’ learn-
ing and parents’ understanding,.

It is commonplace to talk about different purposes for assessment and to
invoke the principle that the assessment must match the purpose for which
it is intended. In practice, this has been largely ignored. Test publishers make
claims regarding the validity of their tests regardless of the use to which they
are put. In light of what we have learned about the ways tests shape curricular
decisions made about students by teachers, administrators, and policymakers,
a “user beware” attitude is unacceptable within the framework of this standard.
If assessments are to be used for high-stakes purposes such as holding people
publicly accountable, then they should be fully consistent with, and not a short-
hand for, the assessment procedures used to provide teachers and students with
knowledge of progress in the classroom. They must recognize the complexity of
literacy in today’s society (see standard 5) and reflect the curriculum.

This standard has implications for our priorities when we choose assess-
ment practices. For example, when a teacher observes and documents a student’s
oral reading behaviors and uses that information to inform instruction, the data
might not be as reliable, in a technical sense, as a norm-referenced test. However,
in the context of the teacher’s professional knowledge, they are more likely to
have productive consequences. Often assessments are chosen for technical mea-
surement properties rather than for the likelihood of productive consequences
for students and teachers.

8. The assessment process should involve multiple
perspectives and sources of data.

Perfect assessments and perfect assessors do not exist. Every person involved
in assessment is limited in his or her interpretation of the teaching and learn-
ing of reading and writing. Similarly, each text and each assessment procedure
has its own limitations and biases. Although we cannot totally eliminate these
biases and limitations from people or tests, we can try to ensure that they are
held in balance and that all stakeholders are made aware of them. The more
consequential the decision, the more important it is to seek diverse perspec
tives and independent sources of data. For example, decisions about place-
ment in or eligibility for specialized programs have a profound influence on a
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student’s life and learning. Such decisions are simply too important to make on
the basis of a single measure, evaluation tool, or perspective.

The need for multiple indicators is particularly important in assessing reading
and writing because of the complex nature of literacy and its acquisition (see
standard 5). A single measure is likely to be misleading or erroneous for indi-
viduals or groups. For example, timed essay tests of writing can significantly
underpredict the ability of English-language learners to write under natural con-
ditions, and instructional decisions made on the basis of results on such tests
will thus impede their educational progress. Multiple sources of data, on the
other hand, can allow for triangulation in problem solving. Sources of data can
include observations made in different situations or by different people at dif-
ferent times or data from different assessment instruments. However, data from
more than one of the same kind of assessment instrument (for example, a series
of standardized tests) will not satisfy this standard because such tests commonly
reflect a similar and narrow view of literacy. By the same token, even new data
can be looked at with old eyes. Unless different perspectives and values are
brought to bear on data, our understanding might not expand. Even the richest
set of data can be reduced to mere conventions by a limited perspective.

From a more statistical point of view, the reliability of interpretations of
assessment data is likely to improve when there are multiple opportunities to
observe reading and writing. Adherence to this standard will also substantially
improve the validity of the literacy assessment process because sampling more
than one aspect of literacy permits a closer approximation of the complexity of
reading, writing, listening, and speaking processes as they occur and as they are
used in real-life settings.

However, seeking multiple perspectives and sources of data is not intended
only for the purposes of reducing biases or errors in individual data sources.
Instead, it takes advantage of the depth of understanding that varied assessment
perspectives afford and the dialogue and learning they produce. Two teachers
with different cultural or linguistic backgrounds might interpret a student’s lit-
eracy development in different ways, each of which provides an important per-
spective. Indeed, because literacy learning is also social in nature, these two
teachers’ different interpretations will lead to different kinds of development.
The exploration of these contrasting perspectives will lead not only to a more
productive understanding of the specific student’s development but also to an
enhanced awareness of possible interpretations of other students’ development—
and of what it means to develop.
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9. Assessment must be based in the local school
learning community, including active and essential
participation of families and community members.

The teacher is the primary agent of assessment and the classroom is the lo-
cation of the most important assessment practices, but the most effective
assessment unit is the local school learning community. First, the collective
experience and values of the community can offer a sounding board for in-
novation and multiple perspectives to provide depth of understanding and
to counter individual and cultural biases. Second, the involvement of all par-
ties In assessment encourages a cooperative, committed relationship among
them rather than an adversarial one. Third, because language learning is not
restricted to what occurs in school, assessment must go beyond the school
curriculum.

The local school learning community is also a more appropriate founda-
tion for assessment than larger units such as the school district, county, state,
province, or country. These larger units do not offer the relational possibilities
and commitments necessary for a learning community. The distance from the
problems to be solved and among the participants reduces the probability of
feelings of involvement and commitment and increases the possibility that as-
sessment will become merely a means of placing blame.

With the school community as a center of inquiry, diversity of perspective is
possible not only as a source of growth for individual classrooms and teachers
but also among teachers, administrators, and more broadly among stakeholders.
Diversity of perspective brings depth of understanding and productive problem
solving, and face-to-face involvement brings personal knowledge of the issues
of assessment as well as personal investment in them. If teachers are able to
make informed assessments and articulate them well, it is largely because they
have been engaged in dialogue about their students’ reading, writing, and learn-
ing and have been supported by the larger community in doing so. In order
for a school community to do this effectively, it is necessary to engage in self-
examination and make learning with the community a priority.

To function as a center of inquity, a school must develop a trusting relation-
ship with its community. This relationship commonly grows by involving all
members of the community, balancing power, and recognizing different points
of view. Because building such a relationship is nearly impossible in the con-
text of large schools (whose hierarchical structures discourage the openness
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necessary for reflection, discussion, and inquiry), manageable schools-within-
schools become an important possibility to be considered.

Schools have a responsibility to help families and community members un-
derstand the assessment process and the range of tools that can be useful in
painting a detailed picture of learning, including both how individual students
are learning and how the school is doing in its efforts to support learning. A part
of this educational process must also be helping families and the local commu-
nity to understand the most effective and appropriate uses of a variety of assess-
ment tools, including large-scale standardized achievement tests.

There must be an ethos that educators are learners too, particularly about
their own role in students’ learning and the operation of their institutions. In
order for educators to learn from others’ perspectives, school communities bear
particular responsibility for ensuring that all their members become fully in-
volved in the assessment process. Many parents and caregivers, partly because
of cultural disparities, linguistic barriers, or their own schooling histories, do
not feel comfortable voicing their concerns. School communities have a respon-
sibility to create conditions and assessment procedures that make people com-
fortable doing so.

As families become more fully involved in schools and assessments, they be-
come more informed about and more observant of their children’s development.
This involvement allows them to be more supportive of their children’s learning
and of teachers’ efforts and leads them to articulate more clearly their concerns
about their children’s progress. When families are intimately involved in the as-
sessment process, they are less likely to allow cultural or racial bias to interfere
in their efforts to determine how well their children are learning and how well
their schools are doing. Furthermore, when administrators, families, and the
public become involved together in assessment issues, trusting relationships are
likely to evolve. With a trusting relationship, members of the school community
can confront limitations and weaknesses as well as recognize strengths of their
curriculum and assessments.

Parents and caregivers know a great deal about their children’s learning and
have an important perspective to add to local conversations about assessment.
Schools must engage parents and the local community in conversations about
the goals they have for the ways children will use reading and writing and the
ways reading and writing are used in the community. When parents and the lo-
cal community are intimately involved in the assessment of learning, they are in
a better position to understand the assessment information reported and better
able to support the literacy learning of children.
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10. All stakeholders in the educational community—
students, families, teachers, administrators,
policymakers, and the public—must have an
equal voice in the development, interpretation,
and reporting of assessment information.

Each of the constituents named in this standard has a stake in assessment.
Students are concerned because their literacy learning, their concepts of them-
selves as literate people, and the quality of their subsequent lives and careers
are at stake. Teachers have at stake their understandings of their students, their
professional practice and knowledge, their perceptions of themselves as teach-
ers, and the quality of their work life and standing in the community. Families
clearly have an investment in their children’s learning, well-being, and educa-
tional future. The public invests money in education, in part as an investment
in the future, and has a stake in maintaining the quality of that investment.
The stewardship of the investment involves administrators and policymakers.
Assessment is always value laden, and the ongoing participation of all parties
involved in it is necessary in a democratic society. When any one perspec
tive is missing, silenced, or privileged above others, the assessment picture is
distorted.

Stakeholders closest to the process—families, teachers, students, and the local
community—are most familiar with the intimate details of children’s learning
and are in the best position to observe and document the small, yet important,
steps that make up learning. These intimate participants in the process have ac-
cess to information about a child’s growth over time, how a child is developing
skill in the processes of learning that will lead to more learning in the future,
and how a child is applying prior learning in new situations. Following public
laws in most countries, policymakers have the responsibility of ensuring equity
and preventing local injustices.

However, when policymakers develop practices that drive local assessment
and instructional processes, other stakeholders’ voices are easily silenced and
assessment becomes dominated by procedures developed by people who have
little regular contact with students or teachers. Policy has always privileged
some forms of literacy over others, but today the privileged forms generally ex-
clude genres and modalities that children increasingly use—webpages, social
networking sites, texting, and so on—and that are increasingly required beyond
school. It may be possible to get more valid data on traditional assessments, even
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large-scale assessments, if the content and modalities of the assessments are
adapted to students’ interests in nonprint media.

When broad-brush assessment tools, such as nationally normed, state-
mandated standardized achievement tests, are privileged over other forms of
assessment, the important perspectives of families, teachers, and students are
silenced. Under these circumstances, assessment becomes something done to
students and schools rather than a shared conversation with schools and their
local communities. When assessment is done to schools, an adversarial relation-
ship develops in which teachers and school administrators focus on how to raise
test scores at the expense of learning. When broad-brush assessment tools are
paired with punitive consequences in an effort to hold schools accountable for
high standards, assessment conversations evolve into an “us versus them” con-
test in which the learners are the losers.

A common reaction to this feeling is to reject the value and credibility of the
assessment procedure. At the same time, there is a breakdown in the relation-
ship between those controlling the assessment and those who feel controlled by
it. By contrast, the more ownership the various participants feel in the assess-
ment process, the more seriously they value their own and others’ stake in the
process and the greater the possibility of quality assessment.

New technologies require changes in the ways we define literacy, and they
offer new opportunities for assessing and reporting information about student
learning. Electronic portfolios, data warehousing, Web-based assessment tools,
and other digital innovations should prompt thoughtful conversations among all
stakeholders to ensure that assessment information continues to inform instruc-
tion and to retlect the values of the local community, the needs of students and
teachers, and the needs of the larger society.

11. Families must be involved as active, essential
participants in the assessment process.

In many schools, families stand on the periphery of the school community,
some feeling hopeless, helpless, and unwanted. However, the more families un-
derstand their children’s progress in school, the more they can contribute to
that progress. If teachers are to understand how best to assist children from
cultures that are different from their own, families are a particularly important
resource, Families must become, and be helped to become, active participants
in the assessment process.
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Public education today is characterized by unequal funding resources among
school districts and by unequal participation of families in all aspects of school
activities. The first characteristic is chiefly responsible for the unevenness among
school districts in facilities, resources, quality teaching, sound learning, and
healthy environments conducive to effective teaching and learning. The second
condition contributes significantly to the difference between productive and
unproductive schools. Arguably, the most effective schools have highly active
participation by families in all aspects of governance and activities. Economic
conditions and family participation are closely linked, however.

Family involvement in assessment, which is inseparable from curriculum,
instruction, and learning, includes the following:

* Parents and other caregivers should be knowledgeable about assessment.
Because of their own schooling backgrounds, many families believe that
report-card grades and test results from multiple-choice examinations
are the most productive and informative measures of their children’s
performance, knowledge base, and achievement. They need to become
knowledgeable about the diverse possibilities for assessment, what those
possibilities have to offer for understanding and assisting their child’s
development, and the uses and misuses of various forms of assessment.

Families should be active participants in the assessment process and all
other aspects of governance in their school community.

Families have valuable knowledge of their children’s development and
situations that can contribute to the assessment process. Sharing this
knowledge should be important and encouraged within all school
communities.

Families should seek ways to become more knowledgeable about their
children’s development.

Paying taxes alone does not constitute family participation in children’s edu-
cation. Teachers need the knowledge families have of their children, and school
communities need the diversity of perspective that families bring to school prob-
lem solving, including assessment. Both families and schools are responsible for
family involvement. Families must seek ways to become involved, and schools
must organize to include families in their assessment and staff-development pro-
grams and actively seek their participation. This is particularly important in the
case of families who are frequently marginalized by society in general and by
the school system in particular. Newcomer families may need additional support
to help them build an understanding of school culture and expectations and to
enable them to access financial and social services.
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Involving families in the assessment process includes involving them in staff
development or community learning projects in which they learn more about
reading and writing. It also includes the use of communication and reporting
procedures between school and home that enable families to talk in productive
ways with their children about their reading and writing. Involving families in
the development of new reporting procedures is essential, since they are the
primary audience for such reports.

The size and nature of the school community will have an impact on the
ease with which families can be involved in schools and on the resources nec-
essary to increase their participation. Consequently, this standard implies ad-
equate and equitable funding of schools.
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