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ABSTRACT 

EXAMINING THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SELECTED GRADE 3-12 TEACHERS’ 
PERCIEVED ASSESSMENT LITERACY AND THEIR CLASSROOM ASSESSMENT 

PRACTICE 
 

Mark E. Hudson 
Old Dominion University,  

Director: Dr. Steven Myran  
 

The study examined the self-reported understandings of selected 3rd to 12th grade teachers had of 

assessment and the assessment practices they reported implementing in their classrooms along 

with evidence extracted from written lesson plans.  The literature on classroom assessment 

supports the idea that teachers who create meaningful assessments, offer corrective action, and 

give students multiple opportunities to demonstrate success can improve their instruction and 

increase student learning (Guskey, 2003).  McMillan, Myran, and Workman (2002) argued that 

teachers’ understanding of assessment matters are inadequate; although there is common use of 

standardized math and reading tests, there is limited knowledge of how the assessments are 

scored, what inferences can be drawn, and even less knowledge of issues involving reliability 

and validity.  The mixed-method study examines the relationship between these two phenomena 

using a model of assessment literacy that holds the student as the most essential variable in a 

data-driven practice involving interdependent actions that results in increase achievement.  To 

achieve this goal, a teacher questionnaire was distributed to teachers working in 10 different 

schools serving varied student populations.  As a method of triangulation, the data gathered by 

the questionnaire was reconciled with a systematic analysis of lesson plans to establish consistent 

themes.  Findings indicate an implementation gap as it relates to teachers’ surface knowledge of 

assessment and what they practice daily in the classroom.  Additionally, the study found that 

teachers do not consistently integrate assessment activities into daily instruction
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CHAPTER 1 

The Need for Change  

 The current debates over the merits of accountability systems in public K-12 schools may 

lead one to believe that accountability is a new concept.  However, the idea of measuring success 

based on student assessment results has had a long history in public schools (Bloom, Hastings, & 

Madaus, 1971).  Not very long ago, assessment to many teachers may have meant administering 

a multiple-choice, criterion-referenced test that measured whether students had mastered 

designated competencies.  However, more recently, even standardized assessments have changed 

to require greater student involvement in assessment – shifting from static summative testing on 

discreet content to an increased emphasis on the students’ active role in assessment and learning.  

The shift to a more prominent role of the student in their own learning can be seen in an 

emphasis on self-assessment, peer assessment and the use of formative feedback (Brown, 1994; 

Darling-Hammond, Ancess, & Falk, 1995; Hattie, 2016; National Research Council, 2001; 

Sadler, 1989).  Similarly, a greater emphasis on higher levels of cognition in the design of 

multiple-choice questions, and increased use of open-ended questions to determine student 

content mastery can be seen (Herrington, Reeves, & Oliver, 2014; Linn, Baker, & Dunbar, 

1991). 

Systems of accountability are being redefined, but the high stakes attached to the 

assessments are still a reality to schools and school divisions across the country.  Despite 

numerous educational reform efforts, students, nationwide are failing to meet the achievement 

expectations.  In the 2016-17 SY, 81%, or 1,482 of the 1,825 of the public schools in one Mid-

Atlantic state were accredited (based on 2015-16 data), however, there are still concerns about 

the level of achievement in schools and questions about what efforts are needed to ensure that all 
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schools meet at least the minimum requirements for full accreditation.  Hattie (2003) suggests 

that what is powerful in the learning equation is what teachers know, do, and care about.  With 

this in mind, educators put careful thought into the questions being asked about why students are 

not achieving on state-created assessments.  An accurate and purposeful focus on the reasons 

students are not able to master standards of learning at the minimum level of mastery will help 

stakeholders craft solutions that provide schools with strategies for addressing their students’ 

needs as well as building capacity in their staffs to facilitate continuous improvement and 

establish sustainable best practices.  One such question should address how teachers are using 

student data to plan and deliver instruction on a daily basis. 

The Impact of Assessment on Student Learning 

There is an abundance of research surrounding the use of classroom assessment and how 

using data to inform instruction can foster improvements student performance (Black & Wiliam, 

1998 and 2004; Marzano & Marzano, 2012; Pitler, & Stone, 2012; Hattie, 2013).  However, 

because formative assessment isn’t any one strategy, measuring its impact on achievement and 

learning presents some notable challenges.  As such, a common research methodology for 

estimating the effects of assessment on achievement and learning has been meta-analysis.  Meta-

Analysis has allowed assessment scholars to conduct systematic syntheses of the empirical 

research of individual studies that address the various aspects of assessment, i.e. goal setting, 

short term assessments, forward feedback etc. by using the results from more than one study as 

the unit of analysis and calculating effect sizes (Card, 2011).  

With an understanding of the limitations and methodological concerns pointed out by 

some scholars (e.g. Dunn & Mulvenon, 2009; Natriello, 1987), there is a substantive body of 

evidence that demonstrates the links between formative assessment practices and students’ 
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learning (e.g., Andrade & Cizek, 2010; Bangert-Drowns, Kulik, Kulik and Morgan, 1991; Black 

& Wiliam, 1998; Dempster, 1991; Fuchs & Fuchs, 1986; Hattie, 2009; 2012; Reeves, 2007).  

Overall this empirical evidence suggests that the various strategies that fall under the formative 

assessment umbrella can have a modest to strong effect on student achievement.  More recently, 

Wiliam (2011) emphasized that given the challenges of measuring the complex role that 

assessment plays in student learning and performance, there is no single ideal model or theory of 

formative assessment that policy and practice can be built from.  Instead he argues that a 

common set of guiding principles from the research highlights needed changes in classroom 

practices and teacher outlooks that emphasize the active role of the student in their own learning 

and that such changes will take significant investments in time and professional development.  

Taken together the empirical literature on the impacts of formative assessment on student 

learning reveals mixed results.  While research has shown specific learning and achievement 

benefits from various assessment strategies that fall under this umbrella, both conceptual and 

methodological challenges limit the strength of assertions about its impact on learning and 

achievement. 

Making Data-Driven Decisions 

Similarly, there is a vast amount of research that supports the idea that teachers have the 

greatest influence on student achievement (Hattie, 2013; Dufour, 2004), suggesting that what 

teachers know, and how they deliver instruction, assess student mastery and monitor progress are 

all essential questions to be considered.  However, there are limited studies that examine the 

specific relationship between a teacher’s knowledge of assessment and how their level of 

knowledge influences their classroom practices.  With so many different assessments available to 

teachers, and many different opinions about the benefits and significance of each, it is important 
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that teachers maximize their instructional time and use the available student data to both inform 

their lessons and evaluate student progress.  The decisions to be made with all forms of 

assessment involve considering the validity of the inferences that can be drawn from the results 

as well as what decisions, if any, should be made based on the results.  However, before 

inferences can be made, the purpose of any assessment must be clear and therefore, teachers 

must have a working knowledge of a variety of assessment methods.  

Identifying Assessment Methods 

 It is generally accepted that there are two main forms of assessment most frequently used 

by teachers—summative and formative.  Both have a role in measuring student learning and 

assist in guiding instructional planning and delivery.  Each form of assessment has its role in 

education and traditionally, the primary function of summative assessment has been to check for 

mastery following the instruction while formative assessment focuses on informing teachers on 

ways to improve student learning during lesson delivery (Gualden, 2010).  Stiggins (2005a; 

2005b) further identifies and defines three kinds of assessment; 1) assessment for learning where 

teachers and students are constantly informed about student progress while the learning is 

happening, 2) formative assessment where teachers are informed about student progress in terms 

of mastery of standards frequently, and 3) infrequent summative assessment that serve to verify 

students’ mastery of standards, after teaching is complete.  Zhang & Burry-Stock (2003) found a 

strong correlation (.71) between teachers’ perceived assessment skills and the nature of their 

assessment practices as it relates to four of the dimensions used as a framework of the study 

(paper-pencil tests; standardized testing, test revision, and instructional improvement; 

performance; and non-achievement based grading).  This leads one to believe that the perceived 

skill level of the teacher influences the amount of time dedicated to assessment, the kinds of 
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assessments being administered, and each assessment’s purpose and use.  Without a clear 

purpose for each daily activity and a plan for using the student progress data from each, affords 

teachers the opportunity to get the most instructional value out of their allotted time.  

The Use of Time in the Classroom 

 Assessments in today’s classrooms consume a great deal of the time designated for 

instruction as teachers and students devote a considerable amount of time preparing for and 

completing various assessments.  The American Federation of Teachers (AFT) reports that an 

analysis of the time spent for test preparation and test taking, 3rd to 10th grade students in one 

school district spent an equivalent of 3 school days taking required state and district assessments 

(AFT, 1990).  Additionally, it was found that students in grades 3-8 spent approximately 16 full 

days preparing for mandated assessments, and the district’s calendar indicated 19 days were 

devoted to test preparation and administration.  Totals were even higher in the second school 

district that was studied (Testing More, Teaching Less AFT).  In light of the emphasis placed on 

preparing for and completing assessments, there appears to be a need for teachers to be aware of 

and execute assessment practices daily that will help them integrate instruction and assessment in 

ways that maximize their time with students.    

 Popham (2009) argues that the majority of standardized assessments being used to 

measure student achievement are instructionally insensitive; meaning they are not designed in a 

manner that allows the results to determine whether the students have truly mastered the content.  

Student learning in K-12 education is a function of countless variables, and constant in any 

learning formula is the importance of the teacher.  According to Hattie (2003), the teacher has 

the largest effect size (.5) in student achievement variance, and that maximizing teacher 

effectiveness is the key to optimizing student achievement.  Simply put, teachers matter and what 
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teachers know about the content they teach and pedagogy, including assessment, makes a 

difference in how effectively students learn and achieve.  Teaching is a process of decision- 

making, and to reach a quality instructional decision, teachers must obtain and interpret robust 

evidence about student progress gleaned through some form of student assessment.  Teacher 

behaviors vary based on their beliefs, conceptions, and competencies (Brown, 2004); therefore, 

how assessments are viewed and use in daily decision-making is dependent upon the level of  

“assessment literacy” each teacher attains.  Gareis and Grant (2008, 2013) suggests that 

assessment literacy includes a teacher’s knowledge and skills to create, choose and use 

assessment tools appropriately and that assessment literacy involves the ability to evaluate the 

data gained from an assessment and use it to inform instructional decision-making.  

Teachers and Assessment Literacy 

       Students rely on teachers to provide quality instruction that assesses their learning fairly 

and accurately.  This requires not only content knowledge, but also sound decision-making based 

on student data.  In order to make effective data-driven decisions, teachers must first become 

assessment literate, much like a physician needs to become knowledgeable about the effects of 

different medicines before writing prescriptions.  It is widely accepted that when positive teacher 

efficacy (feeling confident and effective) is coupled with the successful implementation of 

effective instructional strategies, there is an increase in student achievement.  Riggan and Oláh 

(2011) state that at the classroom level, teachers are asked to draw from a multitude of data 

sources to inform instruction.  Thus, the importance for using accurate and meaningful 

assessment data cannot be overstated.  Popham (2009) argues: 

      the more importance that a teacher ascribes to classroom assessment, the   

 more profound will be the impact of such assessment on a classroom’s   
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 day-to-day instructional activities.  Effective teachers prioritize what they   

 value and what they feel will positively impact their students. (p. 7) 

 
 Learning science theory suggests that the more involvement students have in their 

learning, ranging from constructing learning intentions to developing the assessment, the more 

success they will achieve (Pitler, & Stone, 2012; Vosniadou, 2001).  Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick 

(2006, p. 15) concluded that. “…if students are to be prepared for learning throughout life they 

must be provided with opportunities to develop the capacity to regulate their own learning as 

they progress through higher education.”  This self-regulated concept relies heavily on formative 

assessment, feedback and reflection—all vital to the idea of effective learning.  Knowing what 

we do about how children and adults’ learn, the reaction to standardized curriculum design, 

common pacing guides, summative assessments and high-stakes consequences have raised a 

multitude of questions about the fairness, accuracy, and reliability of the results.  Perhaps even 

more importantly, is the question of how accountability systems influence school leaders, 

teachers, and most importantly, students.  It is important that teachers align their instruction to 

the cognitive level of the standards to ensure student learning, and not just to the structure and 

format of the test. 

Response to High Stakes Testing 

 Assessment practices that focus on test preparation are restrictive by nature because 

creating a test that can be reasonably administered to students is limiting in terms of the ability to 

capture and evaluate the totality of what even the standards require.  Kortez (2002) states that the 

incomplete measurement of achievement is manifested in the process of sampling used to 

construct an achievement test.  Essentially, this means that tests are frequently created without 

including all of the material students have learned during the period prior to the test 
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administration—a sampling of material is chosen to be included.  As perhaps a very simplified 

example, a math teacher may teach students a unit on place value from tenths to one-

thousandths, yet not have a problem on the assessment that requires students to specifically 

identify the hundredths place.  Although necessary, this sampling limits the ability to evaluate 

the breadth of knowledge a student has attained.  In addition, changes in test design or content 

can change the result for tests that are supposed to measure achievement over time.  Changing 

the format or sampling of a test over years makes comparing results difficult at best and 

unreliable at worse.  According to Kortez, (2002, p. 758) in the 1980s, simply changing the 

relative weight of algebra and geometry on the National Assessment of Educational Progress 

(NAEP) altered the gap between black and white students.  Due to the limitations of high-stakes 

testing as a means of accountability, it is hard to make inferences about the effectiveness of 

schools and teachers based on their outcomes alone.  In fact, there are some questions about how 

strong the links are between the accountability assessments and the assessments used more 

frequently in the classroom.  Popham (2009) argues that too often, classroom assessments are not 

aligned with accountability assessments because they are selected from a textbook, teachers’ 

manual, or created by individuals that are not assessment literate. 

  The Statement of Purpose and Research Questions 

 What is now commonly known about teaching and learning is, in many ways, in direct 

conflict with how many schools and school districts assess and measure student achievement.  

According to the American Psychological Association (APA) there are psychological principles 

that maximize the learning process.  “The [14] principles are divided into those referring to 

cognitive and metacognitive, motivational and affective, developmental and social, and 

individual difference factors influencing learners and learning.  Finally, the principles are 
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intended to apply to all learners—from children, to teachers, to administrators, to parents, and to 

community members involved in our educational system” (APA, 1995, p. 3). 

      In addition, the current climate in education that widely promotes the value of formative 

assessments in the measurement of student learning has lead to making important distinctions 

between the purpose and design of these assessments and the traditional use of assessments that 

are more summative in nature.  Formative assessments are a regular part of the daily instructional 

program and are considered to be “practice” for students.  As teachers and students work towards 

achieving their learning intentions, formative data is used to monitor learning and adjust 

instruction as needed.  Summative assessments are given at longer intervals to measure what 

students do and do not know.  State standardized tests, district benchmark tests, chapter tests, and 

end-of-course exams are the forms of assessment usually considered to be summative.  Many of 

the practices and policies that have developed as a result of the current trend towards using 

summative assessments to measure the value of schools, administrators, teachers and the amount 

of student learning are in contrast with some concepts we know are vital to student learning.     

 The primary purpose of the study is to examine the relationship between grades 3-12 

teachers’ perceived assessment literacy (understanding of assessment) and their classroom 

assessment practices.  A secondary purpose is to compare the teachers’ perceptions of 

assessment literacy to the holistic model that includes; establishing a clear purpose, aligning 

instruction and assessment, assessment design, communicating results, and student involvement 

(Stiggins, Arter, Chappuis, & Chappuis, 2006; Chappuis, Stiggins, Arter, Chappuis, 2011).  The 

following research questions will be used to frame this study:  

1) To what extent are selected grade 3-12 teachers’ perceived understandings of assessment 

aligned with the holistic model?  
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2) What assessment practices do selected grade 3-12 teachers report using in their 

classrooms?  

a. How do grade 3-12 teachers use assessment to inform instruction?  

b. How do grade 3-12 teachers select and design assessments? 

c. What assessment practices do grade 3-8 teachers report regularly using in their 

classrooms?  

Significance of the Study 

 The significance of the teacher’s role in their students’ learning was referenced earlier in 

this chapter and there are very few who would argue that the skill level and sense of self-efficacy 

a teacher has greatly impacts the learning experiences of their students—teachers matter.  Also, it 

is generally accepted that the increased use of strategies that focus on assessment for learning 

help to facilitate student learning and increase achievement—assessment matters (Wiliam, Lee, 

Harrison, & Black, 2004).  Thus, how teachers conceptualize assessment, master the key 

assessment competencies, and implement effective assessment practices should be considered 

essential knowledge needed in determining how schools and school districts can meet the 

challenges of maximizing the authentic learning experiences of their students.  

 This study takes place in an urban community located in the mid-Atlantic region of the 

United States.  The state department of education reports that based on 2015-16 standardized 

testing data, 81% of the 1,826 public schools in the state earned full accreditation and the goal of 

local, state and federal educational policies is to have 100 percent of school accredited.  Thus, 

the gap between the current reality and the goal must be addressed with urgency.  

 The Improving the State of America’s Schools’ Act of 1994, strongly encouraged states to 

establish content and performance standards that are demanding (Linn, 2000, p. 8).  Tests should 
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be aligned with these standards and students should be keenly aware of what they will be tested 

on.  This is what Fenwick English refers to as the doctrine of no surprises, which states that 

students should not be surprised by any assessment because in an instructional program, 

curriculum and assessment alignment are essential (Lunenburg, 2011).  Most teachers believe 

that they employ solid, if not, superior assessment practices (Gareis & Grant, 2013), however, 

Popham (2009) found that most assessments are not used in a manner that helps to inform and 

adjust instruction in ways that enhance the learning experience of students and there continues to 

be a lag in student performance on standardized tests leading many educators ponder over why 

students are not achieving.  Stiggins (2004) argues that if teachers use assessments effectively, 

students’ achievement will improve, and this study is intended to examine what teachers’ 

perceive as their understanding of effective assessment practices and how they employ these 

practices in a climate of accountability.    

Conceptual Framework 

 The concept of assessment literacy has become more defined in recent years and 

distinctions have been made between formative and summative assessment.  The idea of 

administering better assessments has emerged as a component of educational reform and the 

format of standardized state and national assessments have changed in an effort to better measure 

authentic student learning.  The research has used a process-oriented conception of assessment 

rather than some of the traditional models that involve a linear process of planning, instruction, 

assessment and analysis, or a concept of assessment that involves a cycle of planning, 

simultaneous teaching and assessing student progress, evaluating student performance data, 

reflecting on instruction, making adjustments based on data and reflections, continued instruction 

and assessment, and back to planning.  
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Holistic Model of Assessment Literacy 

 The conceptual framework of this study examines teachers’ perceptions of their 

assessment literacy through the lens of a holistic model (Figure 1)  and builds from, one, Stiggins 

(2002a) the keys to effective formative assessment and two, incorporates the role of the learner 

which may be underemphasized in Stiggins’s keys by focusing on establishing a clear purpose, 

aligning instruction and assessment with curriculum standards, assessment design, 

communicating results, student involvement and formative use (Stiggins, Arter, Chappuis, & 

Chappuis, 2006; Chappuis, Stiggins, Arter, Chappuis 2012).  Where other models look at 

assessment as a checklist or menu of key factors, this study is framed in a model that involves 

interdependent considerations that all revolve around student learning as the intentional driving 

purpose of every action.  

             

 Figure 1: Holistic Model of Assessment 

Student	Learning	

Setting	a	Purpose	
Communications	

Results	
Student	

Involvement	
	

Design	
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Use		
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Motivation has been reported in primary, secondary and college education to influence 

academic performance (Vansteenkiste, Zhou, Lens, Soenens, 2005).   Establishing a clear 

purpose allows everyone involved to understand why any form of assessment is being 

administered and entails understanding that students’ motivations are connected to their 

assessment experiences (both formative and summative), establishing what the assessment data 

will be used for, and developing a comprehensive plan for; integrating formative assessment, 

assessment for learning and summative assessment.  Aligning instruction and assessment with 

curriculum standards involves teachers turning the essential knowledge and skills written in 

curriculum documents into lesson plans, learning intentions and creating assessments that reflect 

the same level of cognitive demand. In his study, Squires (2012) demonstrated a strong, positive 

and significant correlation (.49) between the instructional content delivered and student 

achievement gains and Schmidt, McKnight, Houang, Wang, Wiley, Cogan, & Wolfe (2001) 

found there was a connection between achievement and the alignment between the taught and the 

tested curriculum.  A sound assessment design requires that the method of assessment is aligned 

with the essential knowledge and skills, includes an appropriate amount of varied questions, 

serves its stated purpose, and avoids factors that may lead to mismeasurement and bias.  Mehrens 

and Lehmann (as cited by Alade & Omoruyi, 2014) identified this practice as a means of helping 

to maximize the teacher’s efficiency and student’s learning.  In order to effectively communicate 

results, teachers have to decide on the best tool, and a decision must be made on whether the data 

should be reported through grades, narratives, or student conferences.  Effective communication 

means that results should be reported in a timely manner and should be completely transparent 

and available to the students, their parents, colleagues, and other stakeholders. CTB/McGraw-
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Hill LLC (as cited by Clark & Smitherman, 2013) reasons that communication with all 

stakeholders becomes easier when schools share information about purposes, meanings and 

results of assessment programs regularly.  Using assessments formatively have proved to have 

significant effect sizes ranging from .40 to .70.  Involving students in the assessment process 

requires teachers to view students as partners by sharing the learning intentions with the students 

at the beginning of instruction, providing students with practice and frequent opportunities to 

reflect on their progress based on given models of success and specific feedback, and adjusting 

instruction based on any gaps between their current level of success and the desired student 

outcomes.  Hattie (1999) found that providing feedback to cue and reinforce progress towards 

learning intentions carried an effect size of .94 (Stiggins, 2007, Rutherford, 2013).  The 

distinction of the holistic model is that is interconnects all of the recognized concepts of effective 

assessment practice and considers them as interdependent parts of a whole system, focusing on 

the identified learner as the driving purpose behind all actions and reactions, and measuring 

success based on the desired learning outcomes. 
 

Definition of Terms 

Assessment literacy: a dynamic, context dependent, social practice that involves teachers 

articulating and negotiating classroom and cultural knowledge with one another and with 

learners, in the initiation, development, and practice of assessment to achieve the learning goals 

of the students (Willis, Adie, & Klenowski, 2013). 

Learning Intentions: The skill or knowledge the teacher wants the students to be able to 

demonstrate as a result of the lesson and related activities 

Success Criteria: The measurable behavior or knowledge required of each student to determine 
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whether the learning intention has been achieved 

Assessment Design (How): Using the best method, avoiding bias, and  

Appropriately sampling the content. 

Alignment (What): Focusing on learning intentions that are aligned with the content standards.  

Student Involvement and Formative Use (How/Who): Students tracking their progress, 

reflecting on their own knowledge, and using student data to construct the assessment.  

Setting a Clear Purpose (Why):  Deciding on a clear purpose and determining how the results 

will be used. 

Communicating Results (Who/How): Communicating the results to the appropriate 

stakeholders and deciding the best form and method of providing the information 

Holistic: relating to or concerned with whole or with complete systems rather than with the 

analysis or treatment of parts. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 This review of the literature describes how assessment in education has evolved over the 

past century, exploring the changes in the generally accepted purpose of education and the 

increasing layers of accountability systems that hold schools responsible for student 

achievement.  My review also explored the similarities and differences between formative and 

summative assessment, as well as, how assessment practices can motivate students and inform 

instruction for teachers.  Despite the research that supports the use of effective assessment 

practices, Riggan and Olah (2011), asserts that teachers do not frequently assess their students 

for conceptual understanding and provide only token feedback.  Brown (2004) argues that all 

pedagogical acts, including teachers’ perceptions of  evaluations of student behavior and 

performance, are affected by the conceptions teachers have about their own confidence to teach, 

the act of teaching, the nature of curriculum or subjects, the process and purpose of assessment, 

and the nature of learning among many educational beliefs.  The review of literature has five 

main sections as outlined below: 

1. Evolution of Assessment and Accountability 
a. A Brief History of Assessment 
b. The Changing Perspective on Assessment 

2. Assessment Literacy 
a. An Definition of Assessment Literacy  

i. Teacher Competencies. 
ii. Decision Making.  

3. Empirical Evidence about the Links between Assessment and Student Learning 
4. Defining the Forms of Assessment 

a. Summative Assessment 
b. Formative Assessment 
c. Formative Assessment for Learning 
d. Balancing Forms of Assessment.   

5. Assessment Practices 
a. Classroom Assessment 
b. Student Accountability 
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The first section of recalls the evolution of assessment and accountability.  The second 

section addresses the definition of assessment literacy and the competencies currently held by 

teachers.  The third section reviews the empirical evidence about the links between assessment 

and student learning and performance.  The forth section defines the forms of assessment that are 

common in the field and the final section reviews some common assessment and grading 

practices teachers use in their classrooms on a regular basis.  

Evolution of Assessment and Accountability 

A Brief History of Assessment 

 Gathering information about student performance has been a part of education for 

centuries.  Formal and informal assessment have had a long-standing role in education in various 

different forms, however, during the turn of the 20th Century, the evaluation of students and 

schools began to take a more prominent place as continued industrialization resulted in a 

movement towards universal schooling (Earl, 2003).  Prior to this time, extended education was 

available only to a small segment of the population—the wealthy and the talented.  Others were 

offered just enough instruction focused on the basics of reading, writing, and math to provide the 

skills and knowledge thought necessary to function productively in society.  Earl (2003) suggests 

that the idea that schools should serve the academic, social and emotional needs of all students, 

not just the wealthy and talented, meant that opportunities for extended education needed to be 

offered based on merit rather than privilege.  This paradigm shift lead to the birth of a system 

that would intend to assess student achievement for the expressed purpose of distinguishing 

those who performed at higher levels. 

      During WWI, the army successfully used the Alpha Intelligence Test to identify those 

individuals that showed the potential to serve as officers.  Using this test as a model, educational 
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standardized achievement tests were developed to establish a means of comparing students with 

a relative score-based measurement.  Popham (2003) argues that this marked the initial stages of 

“high-stakes testing” because the test results determined what students’ access to higher 

education would be and ultimately, what position they would hold in society.  Since this change, 

assessment has been an integral part of the education system, yet the role assessment has played, 

and the understanding teachers have had of its uses and values have not been as consistent.  

Stiggins (2002b) describes a timeline of assessment that he suggests, demonstrates the direction 

assessment has taken over the years: 

• In the 1940s, nationally standardized college admission practices began. 

• In the 1950s and 1960s, standardized testing extended into every grade level with K-12 

accountability testing programs. 

• In the 1970s, the statewide testing program movement began. 

• In the 1970’s and 1980s, national assessment programs added another layer. 

• In the 1900s, national and international engrossment in standardized testing became the 

accountability measure of choice.  

      Currently, all states have some formal testing program, as testing trends are the topic of 

journal articles, news stories, and national conferences.  Today, testing has become so prominent 

that the United States Department of Education publishes an annual report detailing state-by-

state testing results with breakdowns that include subject area, student demographics and grade 

level performance.  Furthermore, national testing results are commonly compared to the 

performance of students in other countries as a measure how effective the public education 

system is in the United States (Stiggins, 1991).  Earl (2003) points out that there are mixed 

messages being given with regard to assessment and accountability.  On the one hand, large 
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incentives and sanctions placed on schools based on standardized assessment results appear to 

advocate a performance goal orientation that places priority on outcomes.  On the other hand, 

debates loom about the importance of social justice with respect to providing access to 

opportunities for all and developing experiences for students that are based on the mastery goal 

orientations that allow for value-added measures for students and teachers.   

      As there continued to be a growing reliance on assessment to measure student 

performance, Stiggins (2002b) found that there was little to no attention given to the quality of 

classroom assessment, leading some to call for reformed thinking as it relates to the evaluation of 

student learning.  Bloom, Hastings and Madaus (1971) urged that both teaching and evaluation 

must undergo changes if we are to meet the vast needs of our youth.  Black and Wiliam (1998) 

argued that assessment reform was missing something—the connection between the curriculum 

standards, what is being taught, what is being assessed, and what students learn.  Additionally, 

Linn (2000), who served as a major developer of standardized tests for many years made the 

following statement about the their impact on the improvement of instruction and learning: 

As someone who has spent his entire career doing research, writing and thinking about 

educational testing and assessment issues, I would like to conclude by summarizing a 

compelling case showing that the major uses of tests for student and school 

accountability during the past 50 years have improved education and student learning in 

dynamic ways.  Unfortunately, that is not my conclusion (p. 4). 
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 The Changing Perspective on Assessment 

      High-stakes testing continues to dominate school cultures in PreK-12 educational 

settings.  It is generally accepted that this climate of accountability has lead to some unintended, 

unfavorable classroom practices.  Many teachers began ignoring curriculum content that was not 

heavily weighted on tests and changed their instruction and assessment practices to mimic the 

format of standardized tests.  Popham (2001) referred to this practice of selective content 

inclusion as “item-teaching”.  As school system administrators began to realize that once-a-year 

external assessments did not provide enough information about achievement, districts began 

adopting interim tests to serve as predictors for future performance, and classroom practices 

began to improve as the stigma of “teaching to the test” grew and it became more common for 

teachers to engage in “curriculum-teaching”, which involves focusing instruction on content 

standards or cognitive skills (Popham, 2001).  However, the focus remained on the ultimate goal 

of improving test scores, and not the measurement of student learning.   

      The current changing perspective does not dismiss the necessity for external standardized 

testing measures; rather it addresses the significance of classroom assessment as a vital 

component of a balanced student assessment system (Stiggins, 2001).  Standardized assessments 

are norm-referenced, and provide information (and sometimes misinformation) about how a 

student compares to age or grade level counterparts.  However, what teachers and parents are 

most concerned about is if students are learning what they are being taught in school—and to 

what degree are they learning.  This requires data yielded from criterion-referenced assessments 

that are based on setting learning goals and working towards their attainment (Brookhart, 2001).  

Bloom (et al, 1971) conceded that it is not possible or desirable to completely omit summative 

assessments (assessment that measures what students have learned after instruction).  However, 
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formative assessment (assessment that informs instructional decisions during the learning 

process) provides teachers and students information that helps them improve teaching and 

learning respectively.  In this vein, assessment is currently viewed in a broader context—one that 

involves both summative assessing to measure outcomes and formative assessing to inform and 

guide instruction.  Stiggins (2004) argues that a shift from traditional thinking about assessment 

to a more productive perspective will involve the following: 

• High-stakes testing must be complimented by a supportive assessment climate in the 

classroom 

• Assessment results and decisions must be shared with and involve the students 

• The decisions teachers and students make each day about instruction have the greatest 

impact on learning. 

• Teachers must have knowledge of effective assessment practices and use them daily 

 According to Stiggins (2004), research has shown that the use of effective assessment 

practices by teachers have yielded some gains higher than a full standard deviation on 

assessments and he further suggests that gains in achievement realized by effective assessment 

practices are similar to those that result from one-on-one tutoring (Stiggins, 2004).  Thus, it is of 

the utmost importance that teachers are assessment literate in order to create, deliver and 

evaluate assessments in a manner that maximizes students’ learning. 

Assessment Literacy 

A Definition of Assessment Literacy  

           Teacher competencies.  “Assessment literacy is a dynamic, context dependent, social 

practice that involves teachers articulating and negotiating classroom and cultural knowledge 

with one another and with learners, in the initiation, development, and practice of assessment to 
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achieve the learning goals of the students” (Willis, Adie, & Klenowski, 2013, p. 2).  Those who 

are assessment literate have a deep understanding of the standards that will be measured and can 

communicate them to the learners.  Furthermore, this understanding is evident when seeking and 

creating assessments, and the use of assessments as a tool for making short and long-term 

instructional decisions should be integrated into teachers’ daily practices.  Assessing student 

learning is one of the most important facets of teaching, however, most teachers complete their 

preparation programs without having to demonstrate competencies in educational assessment 

even though the American Federation of Teachers (AFT), National Council on Measurement in 

Education, and National Education Association (NEA) developed the Standards for Teacher 

Competence in Educational Assessment of Students in 1990 (Brookhart, 2001, p. 3).  There were 

seven standards established: 

1) Teachers should be skilled in choosing assessment methods appropriate for instructional 

decisions. 

2) Teachers should be skilled in administering, scoring, and interpreting the results of both 

externally produced and teacher-produced assessment methods. 

3) Teachers should be skilled in developing assessment methods appropriate for 

instructional decisions. 

4) Teachers should be skilled in using assessment results when making decisions about 

individual students, planning, teaching, developing curriculum, and school improvement. 

5) Teachers should be skilled in communicating assessment results to students, parents, 

other lay audiences, and other educators. 

6) Teachers should be skilled in developing valid pupil grading procedures that use pupil 

assessments. 
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7) Teachers should be skilled in recognizing unethical, illegal, and otherwise inappropriate 

assessment methods and uses of assessment information. 

       These competencies are consistent with Stiggins’ (1991) argument regarding assessment 

literate teachers while adding that assessment literate teachers are capable of understanding the 

implications of improper assessments and recognizing external factors that confound assessment 

results.  Stiggins (1991) contends that assessment literate educators ask two key questions that 

consider what the chosen assessments tell students about the achievement outcomes we value, 

and what effect the assessment is likely to have on students.  The answers are vital because those 

who are assessment literate look to find and use assessments that relate clear, specific and robust 

delineations of the outcomes they have identified as important.  In addition, he suggests that 

student assessment takes on three primary forms; paper-pencil assessments (quizzes and tests 

that are teacher made, quizzes and tests that are included in textbooks and workbooks, 

homework, classwork, etc.), performance assessments (behavior observation or evaluating 

products), and assessments that involve direct communication with students (questioning during 

instruction, interviews and conversations, or inferences made about a student).  Recognizing the 

different ways that assessments may be administered is only a surface level of understanding for 

teachers.  By-and-large, teachers can readily appreciate the continuous assessments they make as 

they carry out their duties, however, the next level in effective assessment practice is the 

decisions that are made, if any, when choosing an assessment and what actions need to be taken 

based on the information obtained.   

      Decision making.  Popham (2009) presented two decision clusters related to assessment.  

He argued that these clusters have a significant impact on what teachers do and how students are 

taught.  The first cluster focuses on the concept of assessment for learning and formative 
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assessment and involves what assessments should be given and how they should be utilized.  An 

assessment literate teacher is more likely to create and select better classroom assessments and 

make more accurate inferences from the results.  The second cluster is centered on summative 

assessment.  Popham (2009) used the term instructionally insensitive to describe those 

assessments—standardized or otherwise, that “…are unable to distinguish between students who 

have been skillfully taught and those students who have been shabbily taught” (p. 7).  The 

decisions to be made with these assessments are about considering the validity of the inferences 

we can draw from the results and what decisions, if any, should be made based on the results.  

Hattie (2003) suggested that it is what teachers know, do, and care about, which is very powerful 

in the learning equation because students rely on teachers to provide quality instruction and 

assess their learning fairly and accurately.  To do this, teachers not only need content knowledge, 

but also sound decision-making skills based on student data—assessment literacy. 

 It is widely accepted that when positive teacher efficacy is coupled with the successful 

implementation of effective instructional strategies, there is an increase in student achievement 

(Guskey, 1986; 2002; Guskey & Huberman, 1995).  Riggan and Oláh (2011) state that at the 

classroom level, teachers are asked to draw from a multitude of data sources to inform 

instruction.  The importance for using accurate and meaningful assessment data cannot be 

overstated, thus Popham (2009) suggested: 

The more importance that a teacher ascribes to classroom assessment, the more profound 

will be the impact of such assessment on a classroom’s day-to-day instructional activities.  

Effective teachers prioritize what they value and what they feel will positively impact 

their students (p. 6). 
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Sheppard (2000) contended that assessments used strategically, would transform the way 

classrooms feel and suggested that the process of assessment should be more of a partnership 

between teachers and students where the goal is to assess for insight rather than an opportunity to 

reward and punish.  Additionally, she supported the idea of assessment being an on-going part of 

the learning process instead of something that occurs at the end of instruction.  Students and 

teachers should look at assessment and learning as a chance for providing the feedback needed to 

make self-evaluations necessary for knowledge transfer.  With regard to instructional decision-

making, its effect on student learning goes beyond “doing the right things” and requires that 

teachers are ensuring that they are maximizing their time and optimizing their instruction.  To 

accomplish this, teachers will have to acquire a deep understanding of the content in order to be 

able to ask the right questions at the right time, plan for the any anticipated stumbling blocks 

students may encounter, and use assessments effectively (Sheppard, 2000).  The keys to being 

assessment literate have varied as the topic has become increasingly significant as an explicit 

component of instruction, however, the aspects of effective assessment practices generally have 

been founded on the following dimensions; clearly establishing a purpose for the assessment, 

sound assessment design, effectively communicating results, engaging students in the assessment 

process, and aligning instruction and assessment with curriculum standards (Stiggins, Arter, 

Chappuis, & Chappuis, 2006; Chappuis, Stiggins, Arter, Chappuis 2011).  The dimensions take 

on varying forms when practiced within the context of the different recognized forms of 

assessment being administered. 

Empirical Evidence Linking Assessment and Student Learning 

Because formative assessment isn’t any one strategy, measuring its impact on 

achievement and learning presents some notable challenges.  As Robinson, Myran, Straus, & 
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Reed (2014) emphasize, the construct of formative assessment is grounded in multiple theories 

of learning which incorporates behavioral, cognitive, and constructivist approaches and draws 

from self-regulated learning (Zimmerman, 1990), motivational theories (Bandura, 1982) and 

learning orientations (Stipek, 2002).  As such, a common research methodology for estimating its 

effect on achievement and learning has been meta-analysis.  This approach allows researchers to 

look at individual studies that address the various aspects of assessment, i.e. goal setting, short 

term assessments, forward feedback etc. that can generate combined estimates.  Meta-Analysis 

has allowed assessment scholars to conduct systematic syntheses of the empirical research by 

using the results from more than one study as the unit of analysis and calculating effect sizes 

(Card, 2011).  

While it has been widely accepted within both the professional and academic literature 

that there exists a positive impact of formative assessment practices on students’ learning and 

achievement, a number of scholars have pointed out methodological concerns for this work (e.g. 

Dunn & Mulvenon, 2009; Natriello, 1987).  For example, Natriello (1987) pointed out the 

limited number of high quality studies, that most of the studies only address one or two aspects 

of the assessment process and lastly, the individual strategies that fall under the larger formative 

assessment umbrella are used in different contexts and for different purposes and as such 

comparisons may be misleading.  Similarly, Crooks (1988) meta-analysis concluded that 

teachers place too much emphasis on the grading of assessment.  Further challenges have been 

noted which include some studies used in meta-analyses are merely theoretical inventories of 

classroom practices and do not address the domain specific nature of learning across disciplines 

(Brookhart, 2004), that most of the available studies are relatively small (Kluger & DeNisi, 

1996), that many of the studies use measures of content knowledge and lower-level skills to 
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assess achievement (Dempster, 1991) which limit what can be said about assessment impact on 

meaningful or substantive learning, and lastly that few studies are found in common across the 

various meta-analyses (Black and Wiliam, 1998). 

Similarly others have pointed out that experimental and quasi-experimental research on 

the effectiveness of formative feedback on student learning cannot fully account for results being 

delayed or masked by other factors (Sadler, 1998).  Specifically the long-term exposure and 

socialization to more summative patterns of assessment practices and expectations, the students 

focus on meeting individual teachers’ assessment expectations may promote “accommodating 

survival habits” among students rather than the metacognitive and self-regulated learning 

behaviors formative assessments are designed to promote (Sadler, 1998).  Likewise, how 

educators conceptualized learning has also changed, emphasizing that learning is a process that 

involves the student taking an active role in constructing their own meaning based on their prior 

knowledge and shaped by their metacognitive and self-regulated behaviors (Dunn & Mulvenon, 

2009).  Also worth mentioning is Shute’s (2008) distinction between achievement, performance 

and learning indicating that while there is wide acceptance that formative assessment does 

impact achievement and performance, it’s impact on learning itself is not as clear.  

With an understanding of these limitations and challenges in methodology, there is 

evidence that demonstrates the links between formative assessment practices and students’ 

learning (e.g., Andrade & Cizek, 2010; Black & Wiliam, 1998; Hattie, 2009; 2012; Reeves, 

2007).  Early work in this area includes Fuchs & Fuchs (1986) meta-analysis that investigated 

the effect of systematic formative evaluation with high functioning special education populations 

and showed the positive impacts on student learning.  Their study reviewed 21 empirical studies 

on the use of feedback with students with and without mild to moderate learning disabilities.  



ASSESSMENT LITERACY AND ASSESSMENT PRACTICES 
 

28 

Their study yielded a mean effect size of .70 for students with disabilities and .63 for students 

without disabilities.  In a meta-analysis of over 250 relative studies that examined the impact of 

formative assessment practices on student learning, Black and Wiliam (1998) showed an average 

effect size ranging from .4 to .7.  Hattie’s (2007) meta-analysis of over 500 meta-analytic studies 

(including 180,000 individual studies) examined the many factors influencing student 

achievement.  This research revealed an average effect size of .79 for the effective use of 

feedback.  Of the over 100 factors examined, the effective use of feedback, which Hattie 

compares with formative assessment, was in the highest 5 of the 10 effect sizes reported. 

Bangert-Drowns, Kulik, Kulik and Morgan (1991) and Dempster (1991) in separate 

meta-analyses on the effects of feedback found a number of important mediating variables which 

included building feedback mechanisms into instruction, reviewing test results with students and 

the quality and nature of the feedback provided.  A key finding was that feedback strategies that 

prompted students seeking to correct misconceptions in subsequent learning had a greater impact 

on learning than strategies that focused on correct answers.  Elshout-Mohr’s (1994), study 

confirmed facets of these findings that highlight a focus on correct answers is only effective for 

learning simple content and suggest that feedback needs involve more dialog, inviting students to 

be active agents in their own learning.  

More recently, Wiliam (2011) emphasized that given the challenges of measuring the 

complex role that assessment plays in students learning, there is no single ideal model or theory 

of formative assessment that policy and practice can be built from.  Instead he argues that a 

common set of guiding principles highlight that what is needed in formative assessment is 

substantive changes in classroom practices that emphasize the students active role in learning, 

that assessment can foster this self-regulated behavior and these outlooks and skills sets need to 



ASSESSMENT LITERACY AND ASSESSMENT PRACTICES 
 

29 

be are incorporated into teachers’ daily practice and that these changes will take significant 

investments in time and professional development.  

Taken together the empirical literature on the impacts of formative assessment on student 

learning reveals mixed results.  While research has shown specific learning and achievement 

benefits from various assessment strategies that fall under this umbrella, both conceptual and 

methodological challenges limit the strength of assertions about its impact on learning and 

achievement.  Because formative assessment is not any one strategy, but a collection of related 

constructs and strategies, no grand theory supported by empirical evidence from well-controlled 

studies exists.  Given the limitations of the studies, it appears that formative assessment practice 

can foster moderate to large improvements to learning and achievement.  Perhaps most 

importantly, the research suggests that educators who employ these practices grounded in an 

understanding of the importance of the students’ own active role in learning, prompting them to 

reflect and correct misconceptions over giving correct answers and engaging them in dialog are 

more likely to nurture greater student learning and achievement.  

Defining the Forms of Assessment 

Summative Assessment 

Garrison and Ehringhaus (2007) suggest that summative assessments are more familiar to 

the majority of teachers and are given in intervals as a measure of what students know—or don’t 

know.  Although these kinds of assessments have been associated more frequently with state and 

national standardized assessments, they are an important component of classroom assessment 

and grading.  They usually take the form of a quiz, unit test, semester or quarterly test, or a 

culminating project to measure a students’ knowledge of a given content at a specific time.  

Because of their periodic nature, summative assessments do not provide information that 
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teachers can use to adjust instruction or provide interventions in a timely manner.  Similarly, 

students are not able to use feedback or results from these assessments to monitor their own 

learning in a way that they can during instruction.  Boud (2000) theorized that, as they are 

currently utilized, summative assessment acts as a means to gain or prohibit access to privilege 

or honors in society (i.e. accreditation, college acceptance, grade promotion, scholarship 

awards).  He adds that this gives evaluation powers to others while weakening the ability of 

students to recognize and monitor their own progress towards standards. 

Formative Assessment 

Wiliam, Lee, Harrision, & Black (2004) found that, as it relates to external assessments, 

there are some real benefits to improving formative assessment practices (approximately one-

half of the measured unit of the assessment).  According to Stiggins and Chappuis (2006), 

formative assessment is often used as a method of benchmark testing to determine where 

students are in relation to achieving specific standards, differentiating themselves from 

summative assessments only by the frequency in which they are administered and not so much 

by the way they are created and used.  They suggest that while this helps to identify students in 

need of extra attention prior to the end of a specified time period (unit, quarter, semester, and 

year) and, it does not provide the essential components that will help students experience more 

success on a daily basis.  This success requires teachers to think about assessment as a tool for 

learning.  As the idea of formative assessment has become more imbedded into the daily 

instruction researchers have seen more definitive positive effects.  Fuch and Fuch's (1986) meta-

analysis of formative assessment found that it yielded an average weighted effect size of .70. 
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Formative Assessment for Learning 

Formative assessment for learning is a less familiar concept and these assessments are 

differentiated from other forms of assessment based on when they are given and how they are 

used.  Riggan and Oláh (2011) stated that at the classroom level, teachers are asked to draw from 

a multitude of data sources to inform instruction.  Stiggins (2002b) suggested that true formative 

assessment for learning involves the following: 1) understanding and articulating, in advance of 

teaching, the achievement targets that students are to hit, 2) informing students about those 

learning goals in terms that students understand, from the very beginning of the teaching and 

learning process, 3) becoming assessment literate and thus able to transform their expectations 

into assessment exercises and scoring procedures that accurately reflect student achievement, 4) 

using classroom assessments to build students' confidence in themselves as learners and help 

them take responsibility for their own learning, so as to lay a foundation for lifelong learning, 5) 

translating classroom assessment results into frequent descriptive feedback (versus judgmental 

feedback) for students, providing them with specific insights as to how to improve, 6) 

continuously adjusting instruction based on the results of classroom assessments, 7) engaging 

students in regular self-assessment, with standards held constant so that students can watch 

themselves grow over time and thus feel in charge of their own success, and  8) actively 

involving students in communicating with their teacher and their families about their 

achievement status and improvement.  The research supports the idea that assessment for 

learning is not the prevailing practice in classrooms in schools today.   

Balancing Forms of Assessment 

Summative assessment has taken a more prominent role in the debates in public 

education and formative assessment has received far less attention (Boud, 2000).  Some have 
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called for a balance of summative and formative assessment (NRC, 2001), acknowledging that 

serves a different purpose.  Thus, Boud (2000) argues, the purposes of each form of assessment 

should be evaluated with respect for its impact of student learning and further states that, as 

contrary to how it may seem, different forms of assessment are intertwined and are difficult to 

separate.  Furthermore, because teachers have to manage the various forms of assessment 

tensions between them can be significant (Bol & Strange, 1996).   

Assessment Practices 

Classroom Assessment 

 Studies reveal that behaviors that positively impact learning are not consistent with what 

we know about the most prevalent classroom practices.  Teachers assess for conceptual 

understanding infrequently, provide only perfunctory feedback, and do not respond to feedback 

instructionally with consistency (Herman, Osmundson, Ayala, Schneider, & Thomas, 2006).  

Hattie (2003) posits that typically, classroom assessments only require students to demonstrate 

surface knowledge on the content.  Similarly, Cizek and Others (2005), argued that based on the 

highly individualistic nature of assessment practices, many teachers seem to have assessment 

policies based on their idiosyncratic values and conceptions of teaching.  Even as a greater 

awareness of the importance of aligning assessments to the cognitive demand of the standards 

influences teachers’ decision making, practices that are counter-productive to achieving this goal 

are still frequently taking place in classrooms.  Strage, Tyler, Thomas, and Rohwer (1987) called 

practices that are in conflict with the principles of effective assessment, “compensations”.  An 

example of a compensation practice is when the students are given the same item on an 

assessment that they have used to practice the skill.  Strage (1987) and colleagues argue that the 

students’ familiarity with the test item limits the amount of critical thinking required to correctly 
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answer the question and Black and Wiliam (2001) cited a United Kingdom study (Table 1) that 

categorized daily practices that serve as counter examples of what they considered to be effective 

use of assessment.  

Table 1: Counter Examples of Effective Assessment Practices 

Difficulty Indicators 

Effective 

Learning 

•Teachers’ tests encourage rote and superficial learning understanding. 
•The questions and other methods used are not discussed with other 
teachers and are not critically reviewed.  
•There is a tendency to emphasize quantity and presentation of work 
and to neglect its quality in relation to learning. 

Negative Impact •Grading is over-emphasized, while providing feedback and the 
functions of learning are under-emphasized. 
•Use of approaches promote performance rather than mastery, so poor 
performance de-motivates students. 

Managerial Role •Teachers’ feedback to pupils often seems to serve social and 
managerial functions, often at the expense of the learning functions. 
•Teachers’ tests mimic external tests, yet the know little about their 
pupils’ learning needs.  
•Assessments are used more to fill grading reporting criteria than to 
discern learning needs. 

 

 Bol (2004) suggests that teachers may feel that there is a dichotomy between assessment 

practices that promote higher order thinking skills and deeper learning and those that prepare 

students for state and district standardized tests.  In her study that examined teachers’ assessment 

practices, teachers reported using multiple-choice and true/false tests more frequently.  High-

stakes testing has certainly continued to impact the decisions teachers make as it relates to 

creating and assigning assessments for their students.  Bol (2004) found that teachers feel as if 

their assessments, as well as their instructional strategies, are strongly influenced by standardized 

tests. 
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Student Accountability 

 “The major principle of student accountability is that assessment holds students 

accountable for their learning through grade or score assignment, checking performance against 

established criteria, and reporting grades to parents, and other stakeholders” (McMillan, Myran 

and Workman, 2002, p. 211).  Despite the changes in education and the evolution of assessment, 

current grading still resembles traditional practices and not what research has shown to be most 

effective.  Additionally, educators are now realizing that the grades students are receiving in their 

classes are, many times, inconsistent with their standardized assessment scores (Jung & Guskey, 

2011).  Thus, the task of how to best measure, assign, and report grades has become a source of 

trepidation.  Stiggins, Frisbie, & Griswold (1989) pointed out that teachers employ a variety of 

grading methods and want their grades to motivate students along with accurately reflecting 

effort and achievement.  Curwin (2014) asserts that students’ motivation to learn is actually 

diminished by an assessment process that is attached to rewards, incentives, threats, or 

punishment. 

Summary 

 Mandates and reforms have led to a heightened sense of accountability in education.  

There is no doubt that student learning is the overall goal of teachers and administrators, 

however, there is some contention about whether how we currently measure students’ learning is 

more aligned with authentic learning and critical thinking or rote memorization and surface level 

knowledge.  Marzano (2003) argues that placing a priority on student learning involves using 

data to make decisions relating directly to student achievement and even when curriculum and 

assessments are well designed, no factor is as important than the data teachers gather while 

interacting with students daily.  Additionally, (Popham (2001) argues, to fulfill the purpose of 
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assessment, teachers should be able to make accurate inferences based on the data that is 

gleaned.  The literature supports the idea that assessments designed to align with content 

standards, and used specifically to inform instruction and provide feedback to students will 

facilitate this purpose (Black and Wiliam, 2004).  When teachers are assessment literate and 

employ the principles of effective assessment, research has shown that achievement can be 

increased as much as seven-tenths of a standard deviation (Black and Wiliam, 1998).   

There does seem to be some disconnection between what the literature says about effective 

assessment practices and what teachers do in class.  External pressures have been credited with 

being the major reason why there is a difference between what teachers know about quality 

assessment and the practices they employ in class.  Another reason may be a miscalibration by 

teachers of their own knowledge of assessment (Kohn, 2000).  This study intends to extend the 

data gathered by previous research on the topic of assessment literacy by looking through a 

holistic lens—moving beyond the process itself, and considering the learner as the focus of all 

decision-making. 
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 
 

In order to examine the relationship between the perceived assessment literacy of grade 

3-12 teachers and their assessment practices, an exploratory, mixed method design was utilized.  

This chapter details the research questions, the design rationale, the population and sample, the 

instruments that will be used for data collection, the data collection procedures, the methods that 

will be used to analyze the data, and the limitations of the design. 

      The review of the literature provided insights into assessment literacy and the 

competencies teachers reportedly demonstrate in the area of assessment and instruction.  The 

literature also cited the benefits of effective assessment practices and the practices commonly 

found in classrooms throughout the United States and abroad.  However, the link between 

teachers’ perceived understandings about assessment practices and how those specific 

understandings are aligned to their assessment practices has not been examined as intensively.  

The literature addresses what an assessment literate teacher should know in theory, but has not 

set specific criteria for what its application looks like in classrooms that include many challenges 

and limitations.  As discussed in Chapter 2, truly effective assessment practices are more holistic 

in nature and involve, among other things, student involvement as well as the considerations 

teachers take about the effect the assessment will have on the students.  Based on these findings, 

this study was designed to examine the relationship between grade 3-12 teachers’ perceived 

assessment literacy and their classroom assessment practices using this holistic model.  The 

following research questions guided the examination of this purpose: 

1) To what extent are selected grade 3-12 teachers’ perceived understandings of assessment 

aligned with the holistic model?  
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2) What assessment practices do selected grade 3-12 teachers report using in their 

classrooms?  

a. How do grade 3-12 teachers use assessment to inform instruction?  

b. How do grade 3-12 teachers select and design assessments? 

c. What assessment practices do grade 3-12 teachers report regularly using in their 

classrooms?  

Research Design 
 

 Using an exploratory, mixed-method design, both quantitative and qualitative approaches 

were employed to achieve the research goals.  Obtaining statistical information and then 

following up with participants to further investigate the results in more depth, supports the 

rationale for using this design (Creswell, 2009).  

The study used data gathered to describe and measure the lived experiences of grade 3-12 

teachers and assess their perceived knowledge as it relates to their experiences and reasoning 

about student assessment.  The contextual factors and how the participants realize the concepts 

presented will be relevant the study was constructed and the data was interpreted.  Johnson and 

Onwuegbuzie (2004) posit that mixed method research offers a consolidated approach to data 

collection and analysis, rather than restricting researchers to a single approach.  Qualitative 

studies consider the lived experiences of the participants, allowing for the context to be factored 

into the analysis of the data in order to develop an in depth understanding of the phenomenon 

being studied.  On the other hand, quantitative research provides statistical data that can improve 

the validity of the research tools and makes the data easier to analyze (Sun, Pan, & Wang 2011).  

Using both qualitative and quantitative methods in a single study is justified because the goal of 

each research question should be the driving force behind the method of data collection.  Hence 
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using different philosophies may be appropriate and even necessary (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 

2004).      

The purpose of my exploratory design was to examine the depth of teachers’ 

understanding of assessment and their classroom assessment practices through a mixed-method 

design using a teacher questionnaire and an analysis of lesson plans and authentic assessment 

tools (Table 2).  Creswell and Plano (2007) suggest that this design is a good fit for exploring 

areas where there exists very little published research.  This approach facilitated the development 

of themes and descriptions of the relationship between teachers’ perceived assessment literacy 

and their assessment practices not currently readily available because of the underrepresentation 

of research that directly examines this phenomenon through a holistic lens.   

Table 2: Research Design Process 
Method Research Question Rationale 
Quantitative  
Teacher 
Questionnaire 
 
 
 
 
 

To what extent are selected 3-8 
teachers’ perceived understandings 
of assessment aligned with the 
operational definition of the holistic 
model? 
 
 

The responses will provide 
statistical data about what 
teachers understand/believe 
about assessment. 
 
The responses will provide 
statistical data about teachers’ 
assessment behaviors 

Qualitative 
Document 
Analysis 
 

What assessment practices do 
selected teachers report using in their 
classrooms? 
 
 

To gain insights into and expand 
on the responses from the 
questionnaire and the themes 
formed from the document 
analysis. 
 

 

 The study was designed to collect and analyze data that represents the authentic 

experiences of teachers; planning documents, assessment tools, and questionnaire responses, 

which served the purpose of examining the relationship between teachers’ perceived assessment 

literacy and their classroom assessment practices.  The perceptions in this study were measured 
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through the unique holistic model of assessment literacy.  This model requires that each essential 

component is active simultaneously and constantly considered during every stage of planning, 

lesson delivery and assessment.  With the students’ learning serving as the primary gear in the 

process, teachers adhering to the holistic concepts are able to communicate the daily learning 

intentions in a manner that is easily understood and relevant to the students.  Teachers also are 

able to plan purposeful and meaningful assessments that are integrated into daily instruction and 

intentionally communicate the results to all the identified stakeholders including students, 

parents and colleagues.  Additionally, teachers who subscribe to the holistic model of assessment 

ensure that students are involved in each stage of assessments; providing choice based on the 

needs of the students, providing specific feedback to students, and facilitating opportunities for 

self-reflection.  Finally, teachers thinking holistically will design assessment activities that are 

aligned with curriculum standards, and they will consider the impact each will have on the 

student’s academic and emotional well-being.  In the holistic model, no component is optional.  

Each component is depended on the other and omitting, misusing, or underusing one, creates a 

void, negatively impacting the entire system.  

Participants 
 
Teacher Questionnaire Participants 

      A teacher questionnaire was administered as a means of collecting quantitative data.  

Purposeful sampling was used to achieve the goal of maximizing the information gained by 

selecting participants that have experience in, and knowledge of the central issues involved in the 

study (Patton, 1990).  The population for gathering the quantitative data was the 1,530 teachers 

working a small, Mid-Atlantic urban school district that serves approximately 20,700 Prek-12 

students.  To gather data on a large percentage of diverse students in the district, a purposeful 
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sample consisting of teachers in grades 3-12 that teach at selected schools was the goal.  Based 

on the staffing at the selected high school, middle schools, and elementary schools, the sample 

on teachers invited to participate equaled 186 (n=186) and the grade levels were chosen because 

these students are involved in state standard and End-of-Course (EOC) testing that are 

administered using standardized tools.  Additionally, these grade levels were chosen with the 

assumption that teachers that work in these grades where testing is prominent will have more 

exposure to a variety of assessments in general, although benchmark and standardized tests are 

administered in Pre-K through second grade.  I did not include these primary teachers because 

the curriculum development and assessment of primary students has evolved differently due to 

the limited influence of public accountability systems (Geva, Blenkin, & Kelly, 1992, p. 3), and 

based on this reasoning, it was decided that the data from primary school teachers would obscure 

the findings.  The selected schools (Table 3) involved in the study were a combination of zoned 

schools, choice schools, Title I schools, and non-Title I schools chosen to achieve a diverse 

representation of teachers’ contextual experiences with regard to student population, school 

structures, and external influences.  Therefore, consideration was given to the schools’ 

demographics and their academic status as reported by the Virginia Department of Education 

(VDOE).  

Table 3 Selected Schools for the Teacher Questionnaire 
Secondary Schools Elementary Schools 

1. One choice middle school 

2. One middle school with an attendance 

zone 

3. One high school 

1. Two choice elementary school 

2. Four Title I elementary schools 

3. One non-Title I elementary school 
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In the chosen school district, choice schools are those schools that have an application 

process.  Students are accepted on a first-come, first-served space available basis and no 

transportation is provided for students who attend these schools.  Additionally, parents sign a 

school contract upon registration and students’ continued enrolment is contingent on their 

continued adherence to the tenants of the contract.  Schools with attendance zones are those who 

register all students that reside within a particular area and there is no application necessary.  

Title I provides financial assistance to support instructional programs in schools with high 

numbers or percentages of low-income students to ensure that all children meet challenging 

content and achievement standards (US Department of Education, n.d.).  Elementary schools in 

this district enrol students from kindergarten to grade 5, middle schools enrol students from 

grade 6 to grade 8, and high schools enrol students from grade 9 to grade 12. 

District Focus on Assessment 

 The school district involved in the study has made multiple efforts to improve assessment 

practices in recent years.  District-wide adoption of professional learning communities have been 

the standard for over a decade, school teams and curriculum leaders have been trained in 

examining standards and creating valid assessments, school teams have been trained on creating 

learning intentions and success criteria based on curriculum standards, quarterly benchmark 

testing protocol has been revised so that the data is looked at in a more formative nature, and 

lesson plan templates have been redesigned to promoted using instructional time for assessment 

and intervention.  Despite these efforts, schools have continued to struggle with meeting the 

minimum state standards for acceptable achievement.  Over the past five reporting cycles, the 

percentage of accredited schools in the district have has ranged from 40% to 55%.  
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Document Analysis Sample 

      Concurrent to the questionnaire completion window, an examination of lesson plans and 

assessment data from teachers at the selected schools was conducted as a method of document 

analysis.  Document analysis involves reviewing material (written or electronic) and, similar to 

other forms of analysis in qualitative research, analysing documents involves making 

interpretation to extrapolate meaning and gain understanding (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).  Bowen 

(2009) posits that documents for analysis may take many different forms.  They can include, 

meeting agendas, books, letters, journals, reports, photos, and memorandums.   

 This study included an analysis of teacher lesson plans along with assessment tools that 

were used or that teachers planned to use in the classrooms.  These data were used to provide 

examples and evidence to compare and contrast with the quantitative data gathered by the 

questionnaire as a means of triangulation—combining methods when examining the same 

phenomenon and is supported by the idea that qualitative researchers are expected to draw upon 

a variety of (at least two) sources of evidence to seek synthesis and verification by using 

different methods and using different sources of data (Bowen, 2010).  

 To collect these documents a convenience sample of 8 teachers was used—3 elementary 

school teachers, 2 middle school teachers and 3 high school teachers.  The schools will be chosen 

based on my relationships with the principals and their willingness to release the lesson plans 

their teachers submit for review.  Marshall (1996) argued that convenience sampling is the “least 

rigorous technique, involving the selection of the most accessible subjects” (p. 523), however, I 

chose this method of sampling gaining access and participation thru personal networks.  
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Instrumentation 

      Two separate instruments were used to collect information for this study.  Data collection 

involved administering a questionnaire to quantify teachers’ perceived understandings of 

assessment as well as their reported practices, while qualitative data collection involved a 

document analysis of lesson plans and assessment tools.  A theoretical blueprint was used to 

address content validity of the questionnaire and to ensure the instrument was designed in a 

manner that thoroughly addressed the research questions.  In addition, doctoral candidates and 

university professors served as reviewers and revisions were made based on their feedback.  This 

section describes all of the instruments that were used in the study.  Additionally, Results from 

the Cronbach’s Alpha (.738) indicated an acceptable level of internal consistency from the data 

collected by the questionnaire. 

Teacher Questionnaire: Quantitative  

 Gavin T.L. Brown (2004) designed a Conception of Assessment Inventory that 

categorizes conceptions using four assumptions; improvement of teaching and learning, 

accountability of teachers, accountability of students, and irrelevance.  Brown (2004) used a tool 

consisting of 65 statements by which teachers indicated their level or agreement or disagreement 

with each statement using a 6-point rating scale.  Others have since modeled their surveys to 

collect similar data for examination, and several surveys can be found that seek to measure or 

identify teachers’ classroom assessment practices and assessment in general.  However, after an 

extensive search, an established survey tool that was constructed around the more holistic 

assessment criteria I used in this study as the basis for measuring assessment literacy could not 

be found.  As discussed in Chapter 2, this study involved a view of assessment that differs from 

the majority of the literature reviewed in that it delves deeper into assessment knowledge and 
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practice.  Building on the commonly questionnaires that address the structure of the questions 

used and how assessments are used, this questionnaire sought to examine how clearly the 

assessment goals are communicated, how students are engaged in the assessment process and 

how the students are affected by the assessment, in its design.  

 The voluntary questionnaire (Appendix A) concerning teachers’ perceived understanding 

of assessment and their reported assessment practices was administered in 2 middle schools, 1 

high school, and 7 elementary schools, to core content (math, reading, social studies, and 

science) teachers of grades 3-12 in an effort to achieve a robust sample size.  Hence, the 

questionnaire was created using a theoretical blueprint framed around the aforementioned 

holistic model.  The questionnaire was organized in accordance to the criteria being used to 

define assessment literacy and followed the framework of the holistic model that includes; 

establishing a clear purpose, aligning instruction and assessment with curriculum standards, 

assessment design, communicating results, and student involvement, (Stiggins, Arter, Chappuis, 

& Chappuis, 2006; Chappuis, Stiggins, Arter, & Chappuis, 2012) and consisted of closed-end 

statements.  Additionally, the questionnaire was divided into two strands; one that examined 

teachers’ understanding of assessment literacy using a 4-point positively weighted scale: 

Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Agree, and Strongly Agree, and teachers’, and the other section that 

reported teachers’ assessment practices using a 4-point frequency scale; Never, Seldom, Some of 

the time, and Most of the time.  To secure some demographic information about the teachers, 

additional questions were asked about the core subject they taught, their grade level, along with 

their schools current accreditation status.  The questionnaire was reviewed by a team of experts 

and revised based on feedback and discussion.  
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Document Analysis: Qualitative  

 To analyze the lesson plans and assessments used by the teachers, a rubric was used to 

determine the alignment of the documents with the five components identified as defining 

assessment literacy; Alignment, Formative Use, Assessment Design, Communicating Results, 

Communicating Purpose, and Student Involvement.  Rubrics are charts, lists or tables that 

describe the criteria being used to examine or measure performance or compliance.  They are 

helpful in assessing behaviors or performances that can be difficult to capture through surveys 

(Salkind, 2006).  The rubric was designed to measure assessment literacy as either high, medium, 

or low as related to each of the 5 components of the holistic model.  The rubric also included a 

column to record examples and counter examples of each component as well as a means to 

provide specific evidence in support of the derived measurement of assessment literacy.  To 

address trustworthiness, doctoral students from other institutions, as well as Old Dominion 

University subject area experts, reviewed the questionnaire to evaluate coherence-does it align 

with the purpose and design of the study. 

Data Collection 

Teacher Questionnaires 

   Questionnaires for the selected schools were distributed, completed, and collected 

electronically using Qualtrics, an Old Dominion University endorsed survey tool, and after 

approval by the district’s Research Authorization Committee, invitations to participate were sent 

to teachers by email with a link to the questionnaire and a letter of informed consent.  

Participants were able to complete the questionnaire at their convenience over a 4-week period 

from March 30, 2016 to April 29, 2016.  Multiple reminders were sent to participants in an effort 

to obtain as many responses as possible.  From the total number of questionnaires distributed, 73 
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participants completed the entire survey while at least 80 completed the questionnaire through 

one strand.  Questionnaires that did not include at least one completed strand were not 

considered for analysis.  

Document Analysis 

 Administrators in the selected school district are required to provide lesson plan feedback 

to teachers systematically, and as part of the information provided to participants about the 

purpose of the study, teachers were informed that their lesson plans and assessment materials 

may possibly be reviewed to provide additional insights into the other data being collected.  The 

documents were accessed from 1 high school, 1 middle school, and 1 elementary school, based 

on the established relationships with the administrators, and electronic or printed copies of the 

documents were obtained either by email, document sharing, or the school interoffice mail 

system.  

Document Analysis Trustworthiness 

 As the primary researcher, I recorded my thoughts and feelings in an effort to accurately 

document the results and to limit biasing effects on the processes of data collection and analysis.   

A reflective journal was maintained throughout the analysis of the documents to chronicle my 

thoughts about the process, the emerging themes, notes about the documents, and my reflections 

as I examined the data being collected 

Non-Specific Strategies of Trustworthiness 

 Verification and trustworthiness strategies were employed wherever possible to meet the 

criteria for credibility, validity and believability (Harrison, MacGibbon, & Morton, 2001).  

Triangulating sources of data, maintaining an audit trail during the collection process, and a 
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simultaneous data collection and analysis, along with the strategies previously mentioned, 

addressed the threats to the trustworthiness of the study. 

Protection of Human Subjects   

 An application to the Institutional Review Board to conduct research on human subjects 

was submitted and subsequently approved.  After this approval, I received permission to conduct 

research by the school district’s Research Authorization Review Committee.  Collaborative 

Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) mandates that all of the participants be given notice of the 

risks and benefits before interviews, questionnaires, and document analysis are conducted.  

Therefore, consideration was given to the potential risks participants may be taking when 

disclosing information and documents that reveal their planning, instructional, assessment and 

grading practices.  All of the data collected was stored, either electronically on a password-

protected secure drive, or in a locked file that was only be accessible to my dissertation chair or 

me.  Additionally, all identifiers were removed after document analysis coding. 

Data Analysis  

Teacher Questionnaire 

 The primary purpose of the questionnaire was to address the following research question: 

To what extent are selected grade 3-12 teachers’ definitions and understandings of formative and 

summative assessment aligned with the operational definitions?  Therefore the analysis of the 

quantitative questionnaire data involved looking at descriptive statistics to include the mean 

scores of each statement along with the grand means of the different clusters, and the standard 

deviation of each of the criteria being used to define assessment literacy.  Using SPSS, mean 

scores were calculated for each statement and for the each question cluster in both strands 

(Practice and Understanding).  The means were then evaluated based on the high, medium and 
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low assessment literacy scale previously established.    

Document Analysis 

      The analytic process involves finding, selecting, interpreting (making sense of), and 

synthesizing the information gathered.  Documents, whether authentic material or interview 

transcripts provide data—excerpts, quotations, or entire passages—that are then organized into 

major themes, categories, and case examples specifically through content analysis (Labuschagne, 

2003).  Lesson plans and assessments were coded using the rubric based on a concept map to 

indicate whether evidence of the criteria for assessment literacy was present.  Specific examples 

and counter examples were recorded to support the various components and levels of assessment 

literacy as defined by the holistic model used for the study.  After the initial review of the lesson 

plans, a face-to-face meeting was held with a colleague and doctoral student, who served as an 

independent evaluator.  This meeting provided an opportunity to introduce the holistic model, 

explain the rubric being used for analyzing the lesson plans, and provide the initial lesson plan 

excerpts, absent the assigned ratings.  This allowed for a comparison of the same examples for 

inter-rater reliability.  Following the independent analysis, the notations were compared to the 

initial codes, characterizations based on levels of assessment literacy.  The rate of agreement the 

original ratings and those of the independent evaluator was 86 percent.  New excerpts and 

notations made by the independent evaluator were then assessed and the rate of agreement was 

60 percent.  Those items that were not in agreement were given the higher of the 2 ratings.  

Limitations and Biases 

Study Design Limitations 

 Based on the design of the study, the findings will not be externally generalizable.  Even 

though a mixed-method design will be used to triangulate the data, the nature of self reporting 
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questionnaires lead to the potential for social desirability (participants providing answers that 

they feel are desirable rather than being completely honest) to influence the answers given.  In 

addition, as noted in the teacher questionnaire sample section of this chapter, there is a chance 

that the data gathered from the questionnaire did not glean the diversity desired, based on the 

number of responses obtained.  Furthermore, the demographic data gathered was considered 

beyond the sampling stage of the research and no analysis was conducted using that information 

concerning subject taught, grade level, or school accreditation status and the review of the 

literature did suggest that grade level and content area did influence assessment practice.  It is 

suggested that future research consider these and other factors such as gender, ethnicity, and 

years of experience to examine whether they have any significance in the assessment practices of 

teachers based on the holistic model being used in this study.  

Researcher Bias 

 Going into my research, my belief was that there exists, a strong positive correlation 

between teachers’ assessment literacy and their instructional practices, and my interests and 

motivation were managed throughout the research by consistent collaboration with my research 

chairperson.  Furthermore, my feeling was that teachers have a limited technical knowledge of 

the holistic model of assessment and that limited knowledge is reflected in their instructional 

practices.  However, I do feel teachers aspire to be effective and want to use the best strategies 

possible to help their students learn.  Additionally, the participants in the study were familiar 

with me as an administrator in the district, so that may have had some influence on the responses 

to on the teacher questionnaire.   
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Chapter 4 

RESEARCH FINDINGS 
 

Overview of Research Process 
 

 The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between teachers’ perceived 

assessment literacy and their classroom practices, guided by the following research questions: 

1) To what extent are selected grade 3-12 teachers’ perceived understandings of assessment 

aligned with the holistic model?  

2) What assessment practices do selected grade 3-12 teachers report using in their 

classrooms?  

a. How do grade 3-12 teachers use assessment to inform instruction?  

b. How do grade 3-12 teachers select and design assessments? 

c. What assessment practices do grade 3-8 teachers report regularly using in their 

classrooms? 

 This chapter will present an analysis of the data collected through a mixed method design 

by a review of teacher lesson plans and a self-report teacher questionnaire.  Additionally, this 

chapter will describe the process involved in constructing the three major themes from the 

analysis and explain how they relate to the components of the Holistic Assessment Model and 

the stated research questions.  The themes emerged after a systematic review of written lessons, 

including an analysis from a colleague and doctoral student at another institution for inter-rater 

reliability, coupled with a triangulation of the findings using the data from the teacher 

questionnaire.  

 

 



ASSESSMENT LITERACY AND ASSESSMENT PRACTICES 
 

51 

Review of Lesson Plans 

 The lesson plans were examined to find evidence of each component of the rubric and 

excerpts from the plans were colored coded to indicate high, medium or low assessment literacy.  

In addition, while examining the written plans, notations were made to capture ideas, 

conclusions, and trends that may have emerged as themes, and to document assessment literacy 

counterexamples, missing evidence, and points in the described lesson where opportunities for 

documenting evidence of high assessment literacy were missed by the teacher.  Specific 

examples of assessment literacy were clustered, with the goal of identifying trends as they 

related to lesson sequence, selected activities, assessment tools, verbiage, and learning intentions.  

Additionally, plans were also compared to curriculum documents on the state and district level to 

support analyzing how closely the learning intentions were aligned with the required standards.    

 An independent analysis of the plans by a colleague and doctoral student at Virginia 

Polytechnic and State Institute provided additional insights and added to the validity of the 

findings.  In a face-to-face meeting, The Holistic Model of Assessment Literacy and the rubric 

being used to examine the lesson plans were reviewed and discussed with none of the prior 

observations, notations, ideas, or classifications being shared with the independent reviewer.  

After eleven days, the plans were returned and the observations and notations made by the 

independent reviewer were examined.  Observations that were similar were given the appropriate 

previously established color-code and new observations and notations provided by the 

independent analysis were added to the original list of items—preliminary themes were 

constructed at this stage.   
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Review of the Questionnaire 

 Finally, the mean data gathered by the teacher questionnaire was analyzed by separating 

each cluster of statements and considering both individual and grand means.  Summary 

statements were developed based on the trends that emerged from the responses of the selected 

grade 3 through 8 teachers and were compared to the preliminary themes developed from the 

analysis of the lesson plans.  From this comparison, final themes were determined by tabulating 

the frequency of examples or counterexamples found in the lesson plans, along with the means 

calculated from the questionnaire and comparing the aligned summary statements.  The 

following themes emerged from the analysis of the data.  

1. There is a surface level understanding and use of assessment practices. 

2. Assessment is not viewed or practiced as an integral component of instruction. 

3. There is a gap with regard to what is understood about assessment and what is 

practiced. 

Description of the Analysis 

Lesson Plan Analysis 

 The analysis of the lesson plans were guided by a rubric (Appendix A) that rated the 

quality of the written learning intentions and activities as demonstrating high, medium, or low 

assessment literacy, and categorized based on the holistic model of assessment literacy that 

considers; alignment, formative use, student involvement, communicating results, 

communicating purpose, and assessment design.  Table 4 illustrates the continuum of assessment 

literacy established by the rubric. 
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Table 4: Continuum of Assessment Literacy  

Alignment Classroom activities and 
assessments are completely 
aligned to the curriculum 
standard(s) 

Classroom activities and 
assessments are somewhat 
aligned to the curriculum 
standard(s) 

Classroom activities and 
assessments are not aligned to 
the curriculum standard(s) 

Formative Use There is clear evidence of 
using formative assessment to 
make guide instruction 

There is some evidence of 
using formative assessment to 
make guide instruction 

There is little or no evidence 
of using formative assessment 
to make guide instruction 

Student 
Involvement 

There is clear evidence of 
teacher feedback, student 
reflection, and student input 

There is some evidence of 
teacher feedback, student 
reflection, and student input 

There is little or no evidence 
of teacher feedback, student 
reflection, and student input 

Communicating 
Results 

Plans indicate a method for the 
timely communication of the 
results of an assessment 

Plans indicate a method for the 
timely communication of the 
results of an assessment 

Plans do not indicate a method 
for the timely communication 
of the results of an assessment 

Communicating 
Purpose 

Plans indicate clear 
communication of the 
assessment activity’s purpose 
and how the results will be 
used. 

Plans indicate some level of 
communication of the 
assessment activity’s purpose 
and how the results will be 
used. 

Plans do not indicate clear 
communication of the 
assessment activity’s purpose 
and how the results will be 
used. 

Assessment Design Assessment activities are 
chosen or created that meet the 
needs of the students and are 
appropriate in length 

Assessment activities are 
chosen or created that 
somewhat meet the needs of 
the students and are 
appropriate in length 

Assessment activities are 
chosen or created that do not 
meet the needs of the students 
and are appropriate in length 

 

The Initial Review of the Lesson Plans  

 The plans of eight different teachers were reviewed for the document analysis.  At the 

elementary level, science, reading, and math plans from three different teachers were examined.  

At the middle school level, science, and language arts plans prepared by two different teachers 

were analyzed, along with the US Government, biology, and algebra II plans written by three 

high school teachers.  Each teacher’s plans spanned a 2 to 3 week period of instruction to provide 

an opportunity to track their instructional practices over time and examine assessment trends.  

Lesson plans were analyzed to determine how consistently the written plans were aligned with 

the design of the rubric (Appendix A) and preliminary themes were developed based on the 

evidence extracted and the inferences drawn from the overall set of plans.  The following 

sections will provide insight into the process of analyzing the written lesson plans as they relate 

to the Holistic Model of Assessment Literacy.  

 Alignment.  Assessment literacy in the area of alignment was evaluated by how well the 

learning intentions, classroom activities, and assessments are completely aligned to the 
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curriculum standards.  An example of high assessment literacy came from the following excerpt 

documenting the learning intention for the day.  I can understand the difference between what 

the Earth’s rotation and Earth’s Revolution means when I explain it on a graphic organizer with 

support from my teacher.  This showed the teacher’s understanding of aligning the curriculum 

standards, learning intentions and classroom activities.  An example of medium assessment 

literacy came from the following excerpt documenting the daily learning intention.  Model the 

formation of the eight moon phases, sequence the phases in order.  This learning intention shows 

only medium assessment literacy as it relates to alignment because it falls short of meeting the 

standard that also requires that students describe how the phases of the moon occur.  An example 

of low assessment literacy was extracted from a reading lesson plan that listed a learning 

intention focused on identifying main idea and summarizing using supporting details.  The 

success criteria was listed as follows: The student will be able to complete a web on 

characteristics of tall tales with support from the teacher.  This misalignment demonstrates a 

lack of understanding of the essential relationship between the goals of the lesson and the 

measure of its success because completing a web focused on the characteristics of tall tales does 

not match the stated goal of identifying main idea and summarizing using supporting details.  In 

general, the alignment of lesson plans only went as far as the curriculum standard and did not 

extend to the learning activities students were engaged in or the assessments used to measure 

their success.  

 Formative use.  Assessment literacy in the area of formative use was evaluated by the 

presence of evidence of using formative assessment to guide instruction.  The following extract 

shows a high level of formative use assessment literacy.  Following a Common Assessment, we 

will break up into 1 Enrichment group and 2 groups for remediation and retest the skill. 
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Garrison & Ehringhaus (2007) emphasizes that formative assessment allows teachers to plan 

their next steps during the learning process leading up to the final summative assessment.  This 

excerpt from the lesson plans demonstrates an understanding of the use of assessment to inform 

future instructional plans.  An example of medium formative assessment literacy came from the 

following extract.  Teacher and student will engage in discussion until the majority of students 

understand.  This indicates an understanding of using student data to make decisions, however, 

there were no measurable criteria for determining what constituted understanding and no plan for 

addressing the needs of the students who did not learn at the desired rate.  The extract, Bell 

Ringer will be graded for completion and discussed for understanding, indicates a low level of 

formative assessment literacy.  It provides no evidence any action will be taken if students do not 

understand, and further suggests that no specific feedback will be provided to students about 

their mastery, while providing them with a favorable grade for completing the assignment 

whether their work is correct or incorrect.  The excerpts taken together suggest there are varying 

levels of understanding when considering how teachers document formative assessment.  

However, it is not clear if the implementation of the written plans meet the criteria required to 

reflect effective formative assessment practices.  

 Student involvement.  Assessment literacy in the area of student involvement was 

evaluated by evidence of student feedback, student reflection, and student input using a scale of 

Clear Evidence, Some Evidence, or Little or No Evidence.  As they are written, the following 

excerpts from the lesson plans show a high level of assessment literacy; Students will discuss the 

results of their modules and will correct any problems with context and The teacher will have the 

students that understand reteach the lesson by using their own creative examples in the front of 

the classroom.  These excerpts demonstrate high assessment literacy because they show a 
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deliberate effort to provide students with an opportunity share their answers and thought 

processes with the teacher and each other.  They also indicate an understanding that students 

benefit from having the chance to revise their work prior to submission.  A medium level of 

assessment literacy was evident from the following excerpts; The students will complete as many 

words as possible, using their knowledge of level 3 and 4 roots and The students will exchange 

papers with peers and will fill in any words that their classmates have left out.  These excerpts 

indicate the understanding that students should have a level of involvement in the assessment 

process and be afforded opportunities to reflect on their work and engage in discussions about 

their progress.  However, the lack of a set criteria for the minimum number of words to complete 

fails to set a standard, and in the second excerpt falls short of describing what formative value 

will be gleaned from the activity and how the students will be allowed the close the loop and 

have discussions about the words they added or omitted, whichever the case may be.  As 

collective evidence, these excerpts, along with other evidence from the lesson plans suggest that 

there is knowledge of the importance of student involvement, however, the parameters of that 

involvement appear to be limited to the traditional strategies used to involve students in 

classroom lessons, failing to reach the level of ownership in assessment described by the Holistic 

Model. 

 Communicating results.  Assessment literacy in the area of communicating results was 

evaluated based on evidence that indicated a method for the timely communication of the results 

of an assessment.  The entire analysis of the lesson plans produced no explicit reference to 

communicating results and, in fact, missed multiple opportunities to use timely and specific 

feedback to promote student learning.  For example, where references were made to assigning 

homework, classroom assignments to grade, and students completing exit tickets, there was no 



ASSESSMENT LITERACY AND ASSESSMENT PRACTICES 
 

57 

subsequent reference to indicate that the results were communicated to any stakeholder.  The 

best examples of providing feedback evidenced in the lesson plans were instances where the 

class reviewed the answers to assignments and when assignments were graded in class.  When 

these actions occurred however, there was no indication that the activity was purposed as an 

assessment.  The lack of evidence of communicating assessment results to students in the lesson 

plans demonstrates a tendency to devalue its significance and, thus suggests that it is not viewed 

as an integral component in instructional delivery.   

 Communicating purpose.  Assessment literacy in the area of communicating purpose 

was evaluated based on evidence that indicated clear communication of the assessment activity’s 

purpose and how the results were used.  The lesson plans lacked evidence of this component of 

the Holistic Model of Assessment Literacy as well.  The one instance that related to an attempt to 

communicate purpose was documented when a language arts teacher noted that the students 

would be told that they would be taking a quarterly assessment during the class period.  The 

lesson plan did not indicate that the students were told the purpose of the assessment—how it 

related to them and how the information gained would be used in the future.  As with 

communicating results, the lack of evidence taken from the lesson plans that indicate the students 

were informed of the purpose of each assessment activity suggests that the teachers whose plans 

were analyzed did not consider this action to be one they thought was essential. 

 Assessment design.  Assessment literacy in the area of assessment design was evaluated 

based on evidence that assessment activities were chosen or created that met the needs of the 

students and were appropriate in length.  The examples of assessment design indicated an overall 

low level of assessment literacy in this area.  One set of lesson plans listed the following learning 

intentions: 
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• The students will put texts in order, according to sequence, when given a piece of 

nonfiction text. 

• The students will identify the pattern of organization used by an author in a piece of 

nonfiction text 

• The students will identify common signal words used inside nonfiction text and will 

analyze how those signal words contribute to the text’s organization 

 The lesson plan that included the above learning intentions did not provide an assessment 

measure to indicate the level of success for each, and the listed student activities only indicated 

that students worked with identifying signal words and nothing else.  A different lesson plan 

indicated that the chosen assessment tool was a chapter test provided by the textbook company 

without any revisions to address the specific needs of the students.  A review of the chapter test 

showed sections one and two of the assessment was not aligned with the learning intention that 

stated, Identify the two houses of Congress and identify the role of Congress in checks and 

balances.  Hence, the use of a pre-made assessment that did not match the content students 

needed to learn demonstrated a low level of assessment literacy.  Taken together, the 

observations and notations from the lesson plans suggest that pre-made or standardized tools 

were used in class more than those created by the teachers and were not constructed to meet the 

specific needs of the students.  

Teacher Questionnaire Analysis 

 To analyze the teacher questionnaire, SPSS was used to calculate the mean scores for 

each question as well as the grand mean for each question cluster based on the five components 

of the Holistic Assessment Model.  The questionnaire was divided into High, Medium and Low 

assessment literacy determined based on the following scale; High Assessment Literacy =  ≥ 
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3.50,  Medium Assessment Literacy = < 3.50 and ≥ 3.00, and Low Assessment Literacy  

= < 3.00.  The following sections will report the findings by question clusters aligned with the 

Holistic Model of Assessment Literacy.  

 Assessment design.  With regard to assessment design, the grand means fell in the low 

assessment literacy range with the mean for practice being 2.56 and the mean for understanding 

being 2.88.  The data presented in Table 5.1 and Table 5.2 indicate that statements that were 

consistent with current standardized, summative assessment practices and inconsistent with the 

assessment best practices based on the Holistic Model of Assessment yielded the lowest mean 

scores in this cluster.  For example, the statements, My assessments mirror the design of 

standardized test (1.52) and My assessments cover multiple skills and concepts (1.43) were both 

reverse coded and the responses indicate that the teachers employ assessment practices that are 

aligned with the format of the Standards of Learning examination.  Similarly, the statements, 

Multiple choice tests can address all levels of cognitive demand and It is difficult to 

create/decide on an assessment until you know what students have learned, had a means of 1.93 

and 2.77, respectively.  The questionnaire results also indicated that teachers understand that 

assessments should be tightly aligned to curriculum standards (3.22) and they felt collaboration 

with other teachers could help to improve the quality of the assessment (3.42).  Interestingly, 

when reporting their classroom practices, teachers indicated that they create their own 

assessments (3.42), design assessments to meet the individual needs of students (3.02), and 

design and select assessments differently based on the specific purpose (3.47).  Taken together 

these data suggest that there is a lack of understanding about the interrelatedness of design, 

format and purpose and that how assessments are used are equally important as how they are 

created.  
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Table 5.1: Descriptive Statistics: Assessment Design Practice  
          

Questionnaire Statement n M SD 
    
I create the assessments I use in class 80-84 3.42 .587 
My assessments mirror the design of standardized test (R) 80-84 1.52 .633 
My assessments cover multiple skills and concepts (R) 80-84 1.43 .567 
My assessments are designed to match the individual needs 
of students 

 
80-84 

 
3.02 

 
.841 

I design/select assessments differently based on its specific 
purpose 

 
80-84 

 
3.47 

 
.801 

Grand Mean 80-84 2.56 .340 
 
Table 5.2: Descriptive Statistics: Assessment Design Understanding  
 

Questionnaire Statement n M SD 
    
Assessments should be lengthy to accurately gauge students’ 
knowledge (R)                                                         

71-73 3.11 .591 

It is difficult to create/decide on an assessment until you know 
what students have learned. (R) 

 
71-73 

 
2.77 

 
.773 

Multiple choice tests can address all levels of cognitive demand 71-73 1.93 .751 
Assessments are should be tightly aligned with the essential 
skills students will be held accountable for based on the state 
standards 

 
71-73  

3.22 
 

.610 

Creating assessments collaboratively can help improve the 
quality of the design 

 
71-73 

 
3.42 

 
.644 

Grand Mean	 71-73 2.88	 .318	
 

Alignment.  The alignment cluster of the questionnaire examined how curriculum 

standards were considered as a component of assessment.  Table 6.1 and Table 6.2 provide 

supporting data that indicate statements involving curriculum standards yielded the highest mean 

scores.  As an example, the statement, I assess students strictly based on the content standards 

(3.61) and the statement, Assessments should be aligned with the written and taught curriculum 

(3.44) indicated some of the highest levels of assessment literacy.  Conversely, within the same 

cluster, statements yielded some of the lowest means, indicating the lack of depth in assessment 

literacy that evolved into a major theme.  For example, reverse coded statements, I create 
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assessment items that are more challenging than the content standards so that students will be 

ready for easier questions on future assessments and previously taught content should be part of 

each assessment to make sure students remember yielded means of 1.98 and 1.95 respectively, 

indicating a low level of assessment literacy.  Graue (1993) posits that just matching the 

curriculum content to the assessment as it relates to standards in not enough, supporting the 

Holistic Model of Assessment that requires that a deeper understanding of the interconnections 

between each component.  These data suggest that the teachers associate alignment mainly with 

curriculum documents and do not reconcile alignment with the purpose of the assessment as 

prescribed by the Holistic Model, while simultaneously reporting their belief that grades should 

be consistent with the students’ achievement on summative and formative assessments.  

Table 6.1: Descriptive Statistics: Alignment Practice  
 

Questionnaire Statement n M SD 
 
I assess students strictly based on the content 
standards 

 
80-84  

3.61 
 

.561 

I include content in my assessments that think 
students need to know, even though it may not be 
included in the curriculum standards (R) 

 
 

80-84 

 
2.07 

 
.833 

I create assessment ideas that are more challenging 
than the content standards so that students will be 
ready for easier questions on future assessments (R) 

 
 

80-84 

 
1.98 

 
.737 

I decide how I will assess a skill/concept prior to 
beginning my instruction 

 
80-84 3.40 .700 

I use the same questions/problems/prompts on my 
assessments that I have used during the course of my 
instruction 

 
80-84 3.06 .775 

Grand Mean 80-84 2.82 .360 
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Table 6.2: Descriptive Statistics: Alignment Understanding 
 
Questionnaire Statement n M SD 
Assessments should promote student success over rigor in order to 
foster motivation (R) 

 
71-73 

 
2.49 

 
.715 

Previously taught content should be part of each assessment to make 
sure students remember (R) 

 
71-73 

 
1.95 

 
.575 

Assessments should be aligned with the written and taught curriculum 71-73 3.44 .500 
Using a blueprint to design an assessment helps to improve its 
alignment with the curriculum standards 

 
71-73 

 
3.32 

 
.524 

Classroom grades should be consistent with both formative and 
summative assessment scores 

 
71-73 

 
3.10 

 
.670 

Grand Mean 71-73 2.85 .306 
 

Student involvement/formative use.  Four of the five statements that measured the 

teachers’ assessment practices as they relate to student involvement and formative use of 

assessment yielded means in the range of low assessment literacy (Table 7.1).  For example, the 

reverse coded statements addressing formative assessment, I wait to assess my student until after 

I am finished all of my instruction (1.89) and I make sure I follow the curriculum pacing 

regardless of whether all students are mastering the content (2.09) suggest assessment practices 

that are far less than student-centered.  In addition, statements that related to student involvement 

also had means that indicated low assessment literacy.  Students setting learning goals (2.33) and 

student documentation of reflection of their own progress (2.45) were not reported as being 

frequently practiced in classrooms, and the lone statement that reflected practices that reached 

the level beyond low assessment literacy, I incorporate interventions into my instructional block 

based on the results of my assessments (3.31), measured in the medium assessment literacy 

range.  Looking at student involvement and formative use of assessment from the perspective of 

teachers’ understanding resulted in different findings.  Table 7.2 shows three of the five 

statements yielded means that fell in the medium assessment literacy range, and the grand mean 

of 2.96 was higher than the 2.41 grand mean of the statements addressing classroom practices.  
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The highest mean was associated with the statement referencing the idea that when students talk 

to one another, it encourages new ideas and different perspectives (3.47).  The concepts of using 

assessments students fail as a data source (3.31) and the use of rubrics to help students 

understand the requirements of an assignment (3.24) were the two other statements that reflected 

medium assessment literacy.  However, when considering students being involved in the creation 

of the assessment (2.65) and the importance of assigning a value to students’ conceptual 

knowledge (2.18), teachers were in less agreement with these statements focused on their 

understanding of effective assessment practices.  Collectively, these data suggest that there is a 

gap between what is understood and what is practiced as it relates to formative assessment.  

Moreover, students do not appear to be viewed as an active participant in classroom assessment. 

Table 7.1: Descriptive Statistics: Student Involvement/Formative Use Practice 

Questionnaire Statement n M SD 
I wait to assess my students until after I am finished all of my 
instruction (R) 

 
80-84 

 
1.89 

 
.955 

I require students to document reflection of their progress 80-84 2.45 .884 
I make sure I follow the curriculum pacing regardless of whether 
all students are mastering the content (R) 

 
80-84 

 
2.09 

 
.845 

Student set learning goals for skill/concepts being taught 80-84 2.33 .938 
I incorporate interventions into my instructional block based on 
results from my assessments 

 
80-84 

 
3.31 

 
.789 

Grand Mean 80-84 2.41 .510 

Table 7.2: Means and Standard Deviations: Student Involvement/Formative Use Understanding 

Questionnaire Statement n M SD 
Understanding Student Involvement/Formative Use Grand Mean 71-73 2.96 .323 
Assessments are most useful for assigning value to what skills 
students have mastered (R) 

 
71-73 

 
2.18 

 
.657 

An assessment that the majority of students fail can still provide 
usable data 

 
71-73 

 
3.31 

 
.521 

Students talking to one another encourages new ideas and different 
perspectives 

 
71-73 

 
3.47 

 
.530 

Rubrics help students understand what is required of them when 
completing assignments 

 
71-73 

 
3.24 

 
.617 

Student involvement creating assessments can bias the results (R) 71-73 2.65 .609 
Grand Mean 71-73 2.96 .323 
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 Setting a Clear Purpose.  The grand mean for the portion of the teacher questionnaire 

concentrated on measuring the teachers’ practices as they relate to setting a clear purpose for 

assessments was 2.88 (Table 8.1).  Teachers also reported means in the low assessment literacy 

range for statements addressing grading for completion rather than accuracy (2.51) and 

administering pop quizzes as a student accountability measure (2.83).  They reported a lack of 

use of pre-assessments to guide their planning to present new information to students (2.72), 

falling in the low assessment literacy range as well.  Responses in the medium assessment 

literacy range indicated that teachers show students examples of work that meet the success 

criteria (3.40) and that teachers use rubrics to communicate the criteria for success for daily 

assignments.  Four of the five statements measuring the teachers’ understanding of setting a clear 

purpose for assessment (Table 8.2) yielded means in the medium assessment literacy range.  

Teachers agreed with the following concepts that are aligned with assessment best practices; 

Students should be informed about what will be included on their assessments (3.01), 

Assessments should be used to measure student progress and guide instruction (3.22), There 

should be a comprehensive plan for integrating assessments into the classroom over time (3.04), 

and Assessments can be used for the sole purpose of evaluating and adjusting instruction (3.03).  

 Contrary to effective assessment practice, teachers felt that assigning a grade to an 

assessment is the best method for monitoring student progress.  The mean for this response was 

2.65, falling in the low assessment literacy range, and overall, the responses for this cluster of 

statements further supported the existence of gaps between what is known about assessment and 

what is practiced, and further suggests that grading policies may significantly influence 

assessment practices.  
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Table 8.1: Descriptive Statistics: Communicating a Clear Purpose Practice  

Questionnaire Statement n M SD 
I show students examples of work that meets the criteria for 
success 

80-84 3.40 .683 

I use pre-assessments to determine where I need to begin my 
instruction on a new topic 

 
80-84 

 
2.72 

 
.855 

Rubrics are used to communicate the success criteria of daily 
assignments and/or projects 

 
80-84 

 
3.00 

 
.791 

I give pop quizzes in order to make sure my students have 
completed their assignments (R) 

 
80-84 

 
2.83 

 
.863 

I grade assignments for completion (effort) rather than for 
accuracy (R) 

 
80-84 

 
2.51 

 
.744 

Grand Mean 80-84 2.88 .352 
    

Table 8.2: Descriptive Statistics: Communicating a Clear Purpose Understanding  

Questionnaire Statement n M SD 
Informing students what will be included on an assessment makes it 
difficult to accurately analyze the results (R) 

 
71-73 

 
3.01 

 
.661 

Most assessments should be used to measure student progress and 
guide future instruction 

 
71-73 

 
3.22 

 
.610 

There should be a comprehensive plan for integrating assessments 
into the classroom over time 

 
71-73 

 
3.04 

 
.491 

To best monitor students’ progress, a grade is should be assigned 
for each assessment (R) 

 
71-73 

 
2.63 

 
.680 

Assessments can be used for the sole purpose of evaluating and 
adjusting instruction 

 
71-73 

 
3.03 

 
.676 

Grand Mean 71-73 2.98 .363 
 
 Communicating results.  Table 9.1 shows that what teachers reported as their practices 

for communicating results of assessments had a grand mean of 2.69, which fell in the range of 

low assessment literacy.  The following statements yielded response means that were in the low 

assessment literacy range; I only discuss the assessment results with other teachers and/or 

administrators (2.28), I use rubrics to give specific feedback to students on their progress (2.64), 

and I use reporting options other than grades to communicate the results of assessments (2.40).  

The idea of students revising their work based on feedback and allowing students to correct each 

others’ papers to save time (a reverse coded item) yielded means of 3.11 and 3.08, respectively 
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and were in the range indicating a medium level of assessment literacy.  Table 9.2 shows 

understanding the significance of communicating the results of assessments had the highest 

grand mean on the questionnaire and indicated a medium level of assessment literacy at 3.04.  

Teachers reported believing that students require feedback to promote success (3.14), non-

numerical or graded feedback should be provided (3.08), and that more than grades are needed 

for students to accurately reflect on their progress (3.03).  However, teachers did not agree that 

students should be told how the assessment results will be used (2.89) and further disagreed with 

the idea of predetermining who receives results based on the stated purpose of the assessment 

(2.99).  These data suggest that teachers may have a limited understanding of the scope of 

communication and that there again exist a gap between knowledge and practice.  The glaring 

contradiction between the responses to several of the statements in this cluster and the lesson 

plan analysis will be discussed in more detail in the explanation of Theme 2.  

Table 9.1: Descriptive Statistics Communicating Results Practice Means   

Questionnaire Statement n M SD 
My students revise their work based on teacher or peer 
feedback 

80-84 3.11 .612 

I use reporting options other than grades to communicate 
the results of assessments 

 
80-84 

 
2.40 

 
.890 

I use rubrics to give specific feedback to students on their 
progress 

 
80-84 

 
2.64 

 
.747 

To save time, I allow my students to exchange and correct 
each others’ papers (R) 

 
80-84 

 
3.08 

 
.823 

I only discuss the assessment results with other teachers 
and/or administrators (R) 

 
80-84 

 
2.28 

 
.941 

Grand Mean 80-84 2.69 .398 
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Table 9.2: Descriptive Statistics Communicating Results Understanding Means   

Questionnaire Statement n M SD 
Students should frequently receive feedback on completed 
assignments that DOES NOT include a numerical or alphabetical 
grade 

 
71-73  

3.08 
 

.599 

Students do not require frequent feedback o their performance to 
them succeed (R) 

 
71-73 

 
3.14 

 
.737 

The numerical or alphabetical grade provides enough information 
for students to accurately reflect on their progress towards learning 
goals (R) 

 
71-73  

3.03 
 

.609 

Students should be told how the results of each assessment will be 
used. 

71-73 2.89 .571 

How and to whom the results of an assessment is reported depends 
on its pre-determined purpose 

 
71-73 

 
2.99 

 
.643 

Grand Mean 71-73 3.04 .370 
 

 The lesson plans and the questionnaire analysis provided a variety of observations and 

responses that could have been included in multiple themes.  To further assist in triangulating the 

data, summary statements were derived from the mean scores of each cluster  (Table 10) with 

their assigned level of assessment literacy based on the established scale.  Additionally, due to 

the interdependent nature of the Holistic Assessment Model, there is an implicit overlap between 

themes and each theme was derived after categorizing the evidence, considering the 

questionnaire summary statements, and making distinctions based on common verbiage, as well 

as perceived intentions and understandings.  For example, assessment alignment and assessment 

design are interrelated and an assessment created or chosen that is not aligned with standards 

would demonstrate low assessment literacy in both areas of the model.  Additionally, the purpose 

of an assessment should consider who the results will be shared with, what form the feedback 

should take, when it will be provided and how the data will be used.  
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Table 10: Teacher Questionnaire Summary Statements 

Assessment Practices  Assessment 
Literacy 

Understanding of Assessment Assessment 
Practices  

Assessment Design Summary: 
Teachers report creating assessments 
that cover multiple skills and that 
consider the specific need of students 
but design them to match the format 
of standardized tests 

Low Assessment Design Summary: Teachers 
agreed that multiple-choice tests can address 
levels of high cognition assessments are best 
created after knowing what students have 
learned. Teachers agreed that they benefit 
from collaboration and that assessments 
should be relatively brief and in tight 
alignment to with the state standards.   

Low 

Alignment Summary: Teachers 
report assessing strictly based on 
standards, beginning with the end in 
mind, but claim to increase the rigor 
on purpose and also add content they 
believe is important even if it is not in 
the standards. 

Low Alignment Summary: Teachers agreed that 
assessments should be aligned to the written 
and taught and that using state documents 
helps to improve alignment when creating 
assessments. Teachers agreed that grades 
should be aligned with formative and 
summative assessment results, but also 
agreed that success should be promoted over 
rigor and previously assessed material 
should be included in each assessment. 

Low 

Student Involvement and Formative 
Use Summary: Teachers report 
assessing more summatively and 
stressing pacing over teaching for 
mastery.  They report providing 
interventions, but do not involve 
students in setting learning goals or 
require students to reflect on their own 
progress. 

Low Student Involvement and Formative Use 
Summary: Teachers agreed that student 
conversation and rubrics are beneficial to 
learning and that failed assessments can 
provide useful data.  However, teachers also 
agreed that the best use of assessments is to 
assign value to knowledge and that involving 
students in the creation of as assessment can 
bias the results.  

Low 

Setting a Clear Purpose Summary: 
Teachers report using pop quizzes for 
student accountability, grading for 
completion rather than accuracy and 
not using pre-assessments.  However, 
teachers also report showing students 
exemplars and using rubrics to assist 
students understanding success 
criteria. 

Low Setting a Clear Purpose Summary: 
Teachers agreed that there should be a plan 
for incorporating assessments into 
instruction, measuring learning, and 
adjusting instruction.  However, teachers 
also agreed that assigning grades to 
assessments are the best way to monitor 
progress. 

Low 

Communicating Results Summary: 
Teachers report using grades as the 
primary means of communicating 
grade (sharing results with only 
teachers and administrators), and 
seldom using rubrics to provide 
students with feedback.  In addition, 
teachers report students exchanging 
papers to grade as a means to save 
time and allowing students to revise 
their work based on feedback 

Low Communicating Results Summary: 
Teachers agreed that feedback is important 
students should receive non-numerical 
feedback.  However teachers disagreed with 
the idea that students should be informed on 
how results will be used and who is 
informed should be based on the purpose of 
the assessment.  

Medium 
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Final Themes from Triangulation 

Theme 1: Data Results Indicate a Surface Level Understanding and Use of Assessment 

Practices 

 This theme was developed from the inconsistent relationship between the questionnaire 

responses and the lesson plans.  When examining the grand means of the all of the statement 

clusters on the questionnaire listed in Table 11, ranging from 2.41 to 3.04, it was determined that 

the overall level of assessment literacy fell in the low, to low medium range.  Excerpts and 

evidence from lesson plans provided additional information to support the theme.  Different 

plans examined included what seemed to be generic statements that consistently appeared in 

their plans.  The statements did not include the degree of detail that would indicate that the 

activity would be implemented with fidelity.  As an example, plans from a math class included 

the following statement on each day.  Select groups will share their answers with the class.  Any 

mathematical concerns will be addressed.  A separate math lesson plan included the statement, 

Following a Common Assessment, we will break up into 1 Enrichment group and 2 groups for 

remediation and retest the skill.  This will occur until success is achieved, on each day of plans 

with no alterations or specificity about which students would be involved, what strategies would 

be used, or what triggers would lead to determining when this actions would occur.  Another set 

of lesson plans included the following written description in the section of the plan labeled 

reteach.  Students will receive additional instruction from the teacher and/or peers to focus on 

areas that need improvement.  Similar to the previous lesson plan notations, there was no 

specificity to indicate that criteria were established and used to trigger the additional instruction 

of areas needing improvement.  More importantly, plans for the following day showed no 

evidence that there was any area that needed improvement based on the previous day’s 
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instruction and assessment.  More evidence that supported this theme appeared in a language arts 

lesson plan that listed formative assessment every day as, teacher observation and a prodigy 

report.  Consistent with the evidence previously reported, there was no criteria established or 

reaction noted for the class or for individual students based on the data gathered from the 

observation or the prodigy report.   

 To accompany the lack of detail included in the written plans relative to the use of 

effective assessment practice, there was a general lack of authentic or performance based 

assessments noted in lesson plans.  Furthermore, although differentiation was listed in some 

cases as a re-teaching strategy, there was no indication that differentiation occurred in content, 

process, or product in any of the lesson plans examined.  The following excerpts from various 

plans were meant to serve as examples of differentiation:  

• The teacher will pass out vocabulary packets to each student 

• The students will glue the vocab and affix cards they have cut out to the slot provided on 

the sheet 

• Students will take notes on a PowerPoint about permutations and combinations 

 The examples listed do not consider student differences and requires all students to 

complete the same task in the same manner, providing a common product.  Furthermore, lesson 

plans do not mention any form of differentiation as part of the initial instructional plan, which 

would demonstrate that teachers use their knowledge of student differences to design instruction 

that meets the individual needs of their students.  
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Table 11: Questionnaire Cluster Grand Means 

Assessment Practice Cluster M Assessment Understanding 
Cluster 

M 

Assessment Design 2.54 Assessment Design 2.88 

Alignment 2.82 Alignment 2.85 

Student 
Involvement/Formative Use 

2.41 Student 
Involvement/Formative Use 

2.96 

Setting a Clear Purpose 2.88 Setting a Clear Purpose 2.98 

Communicating Results 2.69 Communicating Results 3.04 

 

Theme 2: Assessment is Not Viewed or Practiced as an Integral Component of Instruction. 

 This theme was developed as a direct result of the findings in the lesson plan review and 

is supported by the self-report teacher questionnaire.  The daily lesson plans did not show any 

evidence that the purpose or the result of assessments were communicated to students, or that 

there was any reaction to the assessments listed (which served as evidence to support Theme 1).  

Lesson plans from day to day did not reference previous assignments or activities as a means to 

inform the current plan of instruction, and most of the activities were tasks that students needed 

to complete or teacher direct instruction/modeling that did not involve formative assessment 

intentions.  In addition, as shown in Table 6, the grand means for setting a clear purpose for 

assessment and communicating results on the Assessment Practices section of the survey, and 

several of the individual statements about setting clear purpose were in the low assessment 

literacy range.  
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Theme 3: There is a Gap With regard to What is Understood About Assessment and What 

is Practiced.   

 This theme was derived as a natural extension of themes one and two, using evidence 

from the lesson plans and the teacher questionnaire.  The questionnaire was designed using two 

strands (Understanding Assessment and Assessment Practices) with clusters to match the 

Holistic Assessment Literacy Model.  The grand means for each cluster of the Understanding 

Assessment strand were higher than the corresponding cluster in the Assessment Practices 

strand.  This is suggestive of a knowing-doing gap as it relates to what is understood about 

assessment and what practices are implemented in the classroom.  More telling is that many 

statements that yielded medium to high assessment literacy results on the questionnaire were not 

validated by the examination of the lesson plans, which serve as the blueprint for daily 

instruction.  For example, two statements; I design/select assessments differently based on its 

specific purpose and Creating assessments collaboratively can help improve the quality of the 

design, both yielded means that suggest medium assessment literacy (3.47 and 3.42).  However, 

lesson plans showed no evidence of varied purposes for assessments or specific non-traditional 

assessment design, but instead heavily referenced worksheets, workbook pages, and standardized 

assessments.  As another example of the gap between what is understood about assessment and 

what is practiced, the following statements from the questionnaire yielded means of 3.31 and 

3.24 respectively, indicating a medium level of assessment literacy; I incorporate interventions 

into my instructional block based on results from my assessments, and Rubrics help students 

understand what is required of them when completing assignments.  There was no evidence of 

cohesion between these understandings and the practices recorded in the lesson plans.  Not only 

was there no written indication that rubrics were used to assist and inform students and teachers, 
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there was only one reference that included enough specificity to indicate any deliberate attempt 

to respond to student progress.  This reference came from a math teacher, who wrote, The 

teacher will re-teach solving rational equations based on the ability of student to complete the 

sample problems. 

Summary 

 The purpose of this study was to examine the extent to which, if any, there exists an 

implementation gap for the participants of the research.  This chapter discusses the findings of 

the teacher questionnaire and the analysis of the teachers’ lesson plans.  The findings were 

presented in a manner that emphasized the essential components of the Holistic Model of 

Assessment that guided this study to provide insight into how each component is essential for 

maximizing assessment literacy.  

 As it relates to grade 3 through 12 teachers’ understanding of assessment, the data 

gleaned from the research suggests that they have a conceptual awareness and are familiar with 

the fundamental ideas and terminology that drive the theories associated with how assessment 

should be used to maximize learning and student achievement.  The higher mean scores from the 

statements on the questionnaire were noted on the sections that measured teachers’ 

understanding and those statements that used explicit language that represented widely accepted 

principles of assessment best practices.  Lesson plans, while showing less evidence of 

understanding about favorable assessment practices, did show that the teachers were aware of the 

importance of curriculum alignment when creating daily learning intentions and that overall, 

they were cognizant of the need to show cohesion between the learning intentions and learning 

activities assigned to the students.  In addition, taken collectively, the lesson plans showed that 
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the teachers understood the need for re-teaching when students failed to achieve and that some 

form of daily assessment are expected to be used as a measurement of the students’ progress.  

 The data collected and analyzed suggests that the classroom practices of the selected 

grade 3 through 12 teachers lagged behind their concept knowledge.  Generally speaking, 

responses to statements designed to measure their use of effective assessment practice yielded 

lower mean scores, and in many cases, were in direct contradiction to more favorable responses 

given to responses that measured understanding.  Additionally, lesson plans showed very little 

evidence of the teachers putting into practice, the knowledge they reported relating to 

assessment.  Plans were generic in nature and did not appear to consider student differences or 

indicate reactions to students based on data collected from assignments, observations, or 

discussions.  There were no pre-assessments recorded, although the questionnaire results 

indicated teachers understood the value of this practice, and neither assignments nor exit tickets 

students completed were mentioned on the proceeding day’s plans to indicate that the data 

gathered was used to inform instruction.  

 It is significant that the analysis of both the lesson plans and the questionnaire showed, 

communicating purpose and communicating results were the two areas of the Holistic Model that 

were least understood and even less practiced by the participants.  Student involvement was 

another area where there was very little evidence found in the lesson plans and where low mean 

scores where calculated from the teacher questionnaire.  Taken together, this shows a tendency to 

consider less vital, those assessment components that involve students most.  Whereas the 

holistic model holds the student as the most important variable, and driving force behind every 

instructional decision made.  Moreover, based on the data gathered, assessment, in general, did 
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not appear to be associated with classroom assignments or activities due to the lack of purposeful 

use of, and reaction to the data teachers collected in class from the work students completed.   
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Chapter 5 
 

DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS 

Study Overview 

 This study examined the self-reported understandings selected grade 3-12 teachers had of 

assessment and the assessment practices they reported implementing in their classrooms along 

with evidence extracted from written lesson plans.  The literature on classroom assessment 

suggests that teachers who create meaningful assessments, offer corrective action, and give 

students multiple opportunities to demonstrate success can improve their instruction and increase 

student learning (Guskey, 2001).  McMillan, Myran, & Workman (2002) argued that teachers’ 

understanding of assessment matters are inadequate; although there is common use of 

standardized math and reading tests, there is limited knowledge of how the assessments are 

scored, what inferences can be drawn, and even less knowledge of issues involving reliability 

and validity.  The relationship between these two phenomena was the primary focus of this 

mixed-method study.  

 Using a holistic model of assessment literacy specifically designed for this study, a 

mixed-method research designed was employed, using a teacher questionnaire and lesson plan 

analysis data in order to collect complimentary information to “offset the weaknesses inherent 

with one method” (Tashakari & Teddlie, 2003, p. 229).  Chapter 5 focuses on the conclusions 

and inferences drawn from the findings presented in the previous chapter, and the teaching, 

leadership and research implications of the data analyzed.  

Statement of the Problem 

 Debate continues about the high stakes of state and standardized testing and the essential 

need to provide instruction to students and respond appropriately to their individual and 



ASSESSMENT LITERACY AND ASSESSMENT PRACTICES 
 

77 

collective needs after assessing the progress of learners.  Assessment defines what students 

regard as important, how they spend their time and how they come to see themselves as students 

and then as graduates (Brown, 1997).  If you want to change student learning, then change the 

methods of assessment.  Specifically how teachers interact with students and how they provide 

students the opportunity to interact with the content, engage in critical thinking, and reflect on 

their learning is paramount to the learning process.  Similarly, how students are assessed and 

provided feedback are the most important aspects of teaching and will influence them for the rest 

of their lives (Race, Brown, & Smith, 2005).  However, the relationship between what is known 

to be grounded in research and what is practiced by teachers, is not as simple as one would 

expect, and teachers have a difficult time converting what they know into consistent and 

effective classroom practice (Dixon & Haigh, 2009).  Even faced with research findings that 

demonstrate the benefits of effective assessment strategies, they are not widely adopted in 

classrooms (Black & Wiliam, 1998, Hattie, 2003; Duncan & Noonan, 2007; DeLuca & Bellara, 

2013).  This study adds to the body of research on assessment literacy and expands the definition 

by viewing teachers’ assessment literacy through lens of a holistic conceptual model, which 

emphasizes the learner as an active member of the assessment process and the central factor in 

all decisions made as they relate to planning and delivering instruction.  

Methodology 
 
 This exploratory, mixed-method design, using quantitative and qualitative approaches 

involved a two-month period of gathering and analyzing data guided by the following research 

questions: 

1) To what extent are selected grade 3-12 teachers’ perceived understandings of assessment 

aligned with the holistic model?  
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2) What assessment practices do selected grade 3-12 teachers report using in their 

classrooms?  

a. How do grade 3-12 teachers use assessment to inform instruction?  

b. How do grade 3-12 teachers select and design assessments? 

c. What assessment practices do grade 3-12 teachers report regularly using in their 

classrooms?  

 The research questions were answered by the themes derived from the teacher 

questionnaire and lesson plan analysis data delineated in Chapter 4 and arranged in Table 12 to 

illustrate their alignment. 

Table 12: Research Questions Matched with Themes 

Research Question Theme 

To what extent are selected grade  
3-12 teachers’ perceived 
understandings of assessment aligned 
with the holistic model?  
 

Assessment is not viewed as an 
integral part of instruction 
 
There is a gap between what is 
understood and what is practiced 

What assessment practices do selected 
grade 3-12 teachers report using in 
their classrooms?  
 

There is a surface level understanding 
and use of assessment practices 
 
Assessment is not viewed as an 
integral part of instruction 
 
There is a gap between what is 
understood and what is practiced 
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Discussion of the Themes 

Theme 1: There is a Surface Level Understanding and Use of Assessment Practices 

 Black and Wiliam (1998) described assessment as activities teachers and students use to 

assess themselves and that supply information to be used as feedback to promote increased levels 

of teaching and learning.  The Holistic Model used in this study considers student involvement, 

communicating purpose and results, and using the results formatively to be essential to the deep 

level of understanding that will result in maximizing the effect of assessment for learning.  Hattie 

(2015) states that educators should concentrate on utilizing assessment as a method of feedback 

to help teachers maximize their effectiveness and that teachers should guide students in 

interpreting their own success from the results and feedback.  

 Data from the teachers’ questionnaire indicated that they had an understanding of student 

involvement that reached a medium level of assessment literacy.  The results of this study show 

that teachers consistently lesson planned using the traditional models of instruction and 

assessment. While they used key words and phrases to indicate an awareness of assessment 

being an important component of a lesson, there was little to no written evidence that students 

were explicitly involved in any facet of the assessment process.  Moreover, there were rarely any 

noted actionable reactions to daily independent learning activities that appeared to serve a 

formative purpose.  

 This indicates that while the teachers are familiar with the language of assessment and the 

have knowledge of some key principles, they lack the depth of comprehension that will allow 

them to deliberately plan routines, procedures, and practices that include activities to address the 

important role of the student as an active participant in their learning.  The difference between 

surface level and deeper understanding is often presented as the difference between assessment 
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of learning and assessment for learning.  Stiggins and colleauges (Stiggins, Arter, Chappuis, & 

Chappuis, 2006; Chappuis, Stiggins, Arter, Chappuis, 2011) outlined the attributes of a student-

centered assessment for learning model that guided the holistic model framing this study and 

provided a perspective that considers the needs and knowledge of the learner above the sterile act 

of assessment.  Among several other attributes, these scholars assert that assessment should 

support ongoing student growth, include students in being informed and reflective of their 

performance, and imbedded in learning.  Furthermore, they suggest that teachers should use the 

assessment results to adjust instruction, offer descriptive and specific feedback directly to 

students, and ensure that the students have a clear understanding of the purpose for the 

assessment.  Evidence of these critical attributes were lacking in the data collected in this study. 

While teachers where able to identify and document some of the language of the holistic model, 

there was a consistent lack of evidence showing the deeper knowledge of assessment required to 

effectively and consistently use assessment strategies in the classroom. 

Implications of Theme 1: Surface Level Understanding and Use of Assessment Practices 

 Teacher competency.  Assessment literacy is related directly to teacher competencies 

and how they are put into practice.  The degree to which teachers are assessment literate 

determine their understanding of the standards and their ability to communicate learning 

intentions to students.  The time spent in school and in a particular classroom is finite, and to 

maximize that time, teachers need to stay focused on the things that matter most.  Stiggins (2007) 

argues that teachers and students should be partners in the assessment process and the students’ 

role is to conceptualize what models of success look like in practice and use specific feedback 

from the teacher to move closer to the success models from their current level of proficiency.  If 

teachers do not have the depth and the breadth of knowledge necessary to use the time they have 
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with students in a manner that facilitates this partnership, teaching for mastery will continue to 

be a challenge and the opportunities by both teachers and students to use failures as sources of 

information to foster improvement will continue to be sporadic. 

 Complimenting summative assessment.  Stiggins (2004) advocated for a classroom 

assessment culture that complements high stakes testing.  For this to occur, teachers must have a  

deep knowledge of the curriculum standards and possess the competencies necessary to identify 

and design quality assessments and be able to link them to more summative assessments in ways 

that build confidence and promotes responsibility in students.  The purpose of assessment is 

diminished when the process is not maximized and when teachers do not have the requisite 

knowledge for planning, designing and employing the strategies we know are most effective. 

Thus, they will not be able to foster a classroom culture that supports students to achieve at the 

highest levels possible.  

Theme 2: Assessment is Not Viewed or Practiced as an Integral Component of Instruction 

 Pointing out that when classroom assessment becomes an integral part of instruction and 

drives what teachers do to improve achievement, Guskey (2003) emphasizes that students and 

teachers will benefit tremendously.  He also argues that when assessment is used at its best, 

teachers are informed on which parts of a lesson went well and what needs improving.  The 

findings presented in Chapter 4 indicate that assessment is, by and large, used as a measure of 

what students have learned rather than a tool to inform the process of teaching and learning.  

Despite the lesson plan templates having sections that specifically addressed re-teaching lessons, 

differentiated instruction, and evaluating the lesson, the written plans supported the same low 

levels of assessment literacy indicated by the responses on the teacher questionnaire that 

included statements such as; I wait to assess my student until after I am finished all of my 
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instruction, I grade assignments for completion rather than accuracy, and I make sure I follow 

the curriculum pacing regardless of whether all students are mastering the content.  The most 

detailed portion of the lesson plans described direct instruction, guided-instruction, and 

modeling, but did not include any notations about what adjustments were or would be made 

based on how students progressed.  Furthermore, there were no pre-assessments, rubrics, or 

project-based assessments mentioned in any of the plans, and when the sequence of daily lessons 

delivered were examined for an entire week for each teacher, there was no instance when the 

previous day’s assignments or activities were referenced as a source of information for the 

current day’s lesson.  

Dean, Hubbell, Pitler, and Stone (2012) suggest that teachers and students should clearly 

be aware of the objectives for each lesson based on information about what students know, what 

they should know, and what steps are needed to close the gap between the two.  The results of 

the study indicate that teachers are not consistently and systematically using daily activities as a 

means for assessing student progress, to inform the next stage in the instruction, or to provide 

students with the feedback they need to effectively measure their own levels of success.  This 

supports the low assessment literacy level indicated by the response to the statements, I use pre-

assessments to determine where I need to begin my instruction on a new topic and I make sure I 

follow the curriculum pacing regardless of whether all students are mastering the content.  

Assessment cannot be considered an integral component of instruction unless it is part of the 

planning, weaves its way through the lesson, and results in student reflection and adjustments in 

the course of the instruction.   
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Implications of Theme 2: Assessment is Not Viewed or Practiced as an Integral Component 

of Instruction 

 Decision making.  Without the required level of assessment literacy, the decisions about 

what assessments to give and when to give them will not be grounded in student-centered 

motives.  The evidence gathered in this study indicates the use of counter examples of effective 

assessment practices, identified by Black and Wiliam (2001), having a negative impact on 

learning that included; under-emphasizing feedback, promoting performance over mastery, and 

over-emphasizing grading.  Assessment needs to take place day-by-day and minute-by-minute, 

and is most effective when the results drive the next phase of the instruction.  As a result of 

separating instruction and assessment, a valuable tool for learning is lost and the role of the 

student in their own learning is marginalized.  Moreover, the ability of teachers to engage in 

critical assessment decisions theorized by Popham (2009), emphasizing the important role 

teachers play in engaging in critical assessment decisions involving knowing what kinds of 

assessment tools are best for different purposes and determining the validity of the results is 

compromised.   

 Transforming the classroom.  The strategic use of assessments has the power to 

transform classrooms to help create a collaborative relationship between students and teachers 

(Sheppard, 2000).  Transformation will not be realized until holistic assessment becomes the way 

instruction is planned and delivered.  However, the data suggested that assessment was primarily 

viewed as a means to assign grades or determine what students had gained after instruction.  This 

practice creates a classroom culture that undermines the idea that mistakes are a part of the 

learning process and has the potential to negatively impact students’ motivation (Curwin, 2014).  
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Moreover, grades do not provide accurate data for teachers to make informed decisions about 

how to direct their instruction.  This is supported by Jung and Guskey (2011), who argue that 

grades do not serve as dependable indicators of knowledge students have gained or as reliable 

predictors of how well they will do on standardized assessments.  Assignments and activities the 

students are involved in during the day should serve as opportunities for teachers to 

communicate purpose to the students, and use the results to provide feedback that promotes 

reflection and self-assessment.  Providing student feedback is essential to the learning loop, and 

if teachers are not deliberately using classroom activities as an opportunity to provide feedback 

and to monitor progress, they are not maximizing instructional time.  This study indicated that 

feedback was not frequently and purposely provided to students, aligning with the findings of 

Riggan and Olah (2011).  

Theme 3: There is a Gap With Regard to What is Understood About Assessment and What 

is Practiced.   

 Pfeffer & Sutton (2000) suggest the gap between what people know and what they do is 

more significant than the gap between ignorance and knowledge.  This seems to ring true based 

on the evidence gathered in this study.  Assessment is critical to promoting the skills that develop 

life-long learning (Stiggins, 2001), and with the right assessment practices, student learning will 

ultimately improve.  In addition, Popham (2003) theorizes that when teachers have a strong grasp 

of the connection between teaching and assessment, the result is an increase in the effectiveness 

of instruction.  Reeves (2009a; 2009b), suggests the difference between what people know and 

what they actually do can be referred to as “the implementation gap.”  Theme 1 suggests that 

teachers have only a surface knowledge of the holistic concepts of assessments and lack the 

deeper understanding it takes to maximize the use of the most effective assessment practices.  
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Theme 3 advances that because of this surface knowledge, the more significant gap that exists 

with the teachers in this study involves the gap between what they know and what they do, rather 

than what they know and do not know.  Even with the possible limitation of answers on the 

questionnaire being influenced by social desirability, it was clear that the respondents had 

enough knowledge to recognize what they thought would be the best answer.  For example, the 

statement, My assessments are designed to match the individual needs of students garnered 

responses that indicated a medium level of assessment literacy and recognition that students are 

an important part of the assessment equation.  In addition, even though the notations appeared to 

be generic in nature, the lesson plan analysis also indicated that teachers had enough knowledge 

to document times when they would reteach based on student mastery of the learning activity.  

The gap between knowing and doing was apparent given the lack of evidence that these practices 

were actually data-driven or that they were actually employed during the course of instruction.  

Implications of Theme 3: There is a Gap With Regard to What is Understood About 

Assessment and What is Practiced  

 Teacher behaviors and beliefs.  Teachers’ choice of pedagogy are guided by their self 

confidence and their educational beliefs (Brown, 2004) and Rutherford (2013) argues there needs 

to be an alignment of the curriculum, instruction and assessment if student achievement is to be 

maximized.  In order for this alignment to be present in the classroom, teachers need to 

implement the knowledge of explicit instruction, the use of high yield strategies, the practice of 

assessment mapping, and tiered support systems they have gained through professional 

development and published literature.  While school leaders emphasize that teachers use 

effective planning through collaboration and develop well thought out lessons, there continue to 

be little to no attention to the quality of classroom assessment (Stiggins, 2002).  More 
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professional development resources should be provided to monitor and nurture the desired 

assessment practices beyond the training stage, so that behaviors grow to mirror the desired 

assessment strategy and the teachers’ pedagogical beliefs change.  Reeves (2007) puts forward 

that reducing the gap between knowing and doing requires “quick wins” that provide teachers 

with feedback that reinforces the practices they are expected to implement (much like the 

formative assessment practices discussed in this study).    

 Creating a climate for change.  Thompson & Wiliam (2007) reasoned, teachers and 

instructional leaders need to be able to know and understand what strategies have the greatest 

impact on learning as well as those that have the smallest, in order to adjust school wide plans 

for continuous improvement.  When the practices we know to be effective are not being 

implemented, it is difficult to make informed decisions about what works and what needs to be 

improved.  Pfeffer & Sutton (2000) argue the knowing-doing gap is lessened when the there is 

little fear that using the knowledge will result in punishment.  Teachers must feel confident in 

their abilities and believe that they have the freedom to operate outside of their comfort zone, 

make mistakes, and make adjustments as they become proficient with new practices.  School 

leaders must pay close attention to ensure that mixed messages are not being delivered regarding 

assessment and accountability (Earl 2003), and the school assessment climate must promote and 

celebrate learning experiences for students are based on the mastery goal orientations recognize 

growth in both teachers and students.  By removing the anxieties teachers may experience when 

considering putting new knowledge into practice, the implementation gap will be lessened and 

schools will be able to do a better job discerning those practices that result in sustainable positive 

impact on student achievement.  

Implications for Leadership 
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 There are potential implications that highlight professional development and the 

implementation of school improvement efforts, including the utilization of formative assessment 

practices, that require more than simply training for a new set of skills.  Professional 

development resources are used to provide training to teachers and administrators to ensure that 

instructional time is spent delivering the most effective, research-based strategies possible.  

When the knowledge gained from professional development is not put into practice with fidelity, 

not only are the resources being used inefficiently, the impact on student achievement is not fully 

realized.  The holistic model used in this study represents a mastery goal orientation, urging its 

use is not enough to utilize specific strategies, but that an overarching model that guides the 

effective use of interdependent strategies within the model must be put in place.  School leaders 

monitoring professional development activities should look closely at how training is translating 

into consistent practice.  

Plan Beyond the Training   

When teachers feel a high level of efficacy and experience success when implementing 

effective strategies, achievement increases (Riggan and Olah, 2001).  Before leaders decide on a 

course for professional development on assessment strategies, it will be important to establish the 

reason such training is desired or necessary (Pintrich, Marx, Boyle, 1993).  After the initial 

training, school leaders should plan a systematic process of monitoring and support to ensure that 

assessment strategies are being implemented.  This support should include collaborative teaming 

opportunities to plan and reflect on how assessment strategies are used during instruction and 

non-directive feedback that provides teachers to ask questions and get clarification on the 

expectations they are required to meet.  

Evaluating Lessons 
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School leaders emphasize that teachers use effective planning through collaboration and 

develop well thought out lesson plans.  Furthermore, they review plans and observe classrooms 

as a measure of how instruction is being delivered to students.  The lesson plans evaluated in this 

study, did not appear to serve as an accurate predictor of what actually took place in class.  The 

generic nature of many entries indicated that the teachers used their knowledge of assessment 

vocabulary and concepts to record activities they knew would be viewed as favorable when the 

plans were reviewed.  School leaders should spend the majority of their day, observing 

instruction and providing constructive feedback to teachers and lesson plans should be compared 

to classroom activities to monitor alignment and to see how, if at all, the planning process can be 

enhanced to improve instruction.  In addition, when reviewing lesson plans in isolation, school 

leaders should ask teachers to provide further explanation for statements or activities in the plans 

that involve assessment and lack specificity or depth as it relates to their instructional value.  

Implications for Teacher Practice  

 The findings from this study suggests that teachers have knowledge of many of the 

research-based strategies that positively impact student achievement, yet they lack the deeper 

understanding of the role students should play in the instructional decisions they make.  Schools 

will continue to be evaluated and measured based on the student achievement data produced 

from year to year based on summative assessments, therefore it will be incumbent on schools and 

school leaders to identify and implement those instructional strategies that yield the highest 

gains.  Understanding that the learners must be the basis for all decisions will lead to data-driven 

decisions and necessitate assessment becoming an integral component of instruction.  The 

teachers that participated in the study demonstrated that they have accrued a significant amount 

of knowledge about assessment, but have not consistently put their knowledge into practice.  
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Knowledge is a noun that can be defined as having information in the mind and the word.  

Understand is a verb that can be defined as knowing the meaning of something.   

Transforming knowledge into the deeper level of understanding will increase the 

likelihood of closing the implementation gap and result in the Holistic Model of Assessment 

organically evolving as a common practice in classrooms.  Robinson, Myran, Strauss and Reed 

(2014) suggest there is an on-going need to understand the gap between theory and practice and 

factors that serve as obstacles to participation at the school-level.  The correlations indicating a 

negative impact from the influence of other professional development pursuits with teachers’ use 

and understanding suggest suboptimal situations when there are numerous competing demands 

on teachers’ time.  Fostering more opportunities for educators to have continued discourse in 

collaborative teams across content areas and grade levels, about new instructional and 

assessment practices, and compelling them to see the impact of such practices on student 

learning should broaden the impact of reform efforts.   

Focusing on a more deliberate and structured learning team approach linked to school 

wide staff development, as well as, data on student learning would likely lead to even more 

effective classroom and school-level changes (Stiggins et al., 2006; Thomson and Wiliam, 2007).  

Because formative assessment ideas and practices are slow to be fully integrated into teachers’ 

day-to-day classroom practices, a scaffolded training process that is driven by student 

performance data is recommended. This will provide a sound model for helping teachers make 

the major changes in their roles necessary and support a fundamental reorientation to the 

teacher–student learning relationship that will help facilitate embedding the desired practices into 

the daily work of teachers.  
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Limitations and Implications for Research 

Limitations  

There were a number of limitations for this study.  First is the limitation of self-report or 

response bias.  One of the challenges here is that research participants may respond with socially 

desirable answers rather than their authentic beliefs or responses (Fisher, 2000).  Similarly, the 

act of asking a question can prompt reflection and subsequent response to an issue or concept 

that the research participant might not have ordinarily thought about (Leedy & Ormrod, 2016).  

In addition is an instrumentation bias where the particular ways questions are phrased and the 

inclusion and exclusion of certain questions may shape or influence the outcome in one direction 

or another (Leedy & Ormrod, 2016).  Lastly volunteer bias, the idea that those who volunteer to 

participate in research are different in some ways from those who choose to not participate, may 

shape the outcomes of the research (Salkind, 2006).  If there is a volunteer bias at work then, in 

effect, the researcher has sampled only a subset of the population and generalizations can’t be 

made about that population.  

Teacher Efficacy and Autonomy 

 Previous research suggests that a limited amount of value is placed on the learner’s role 

in assessment, virtually ignoring the impact of the assessment on students and the importance of 

their voice in evaluating the results (Stiggins, 2007).  The results of this study support these 

findings and based on the data collected, suggest that there is a pervasive ideological perspective 

that isolates assessment from instruction, and a gap between what teachers know about 

assessment and what practices are implemented in classrooms.  Additional research should be 

done to examine teachers’ feelings of efficacy as it relates to the autonomy they have in 

employing effective assessment practices during their daily interactions with students.  Darling-
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Hammond, (1993) found that teachers were aware of the state and local pressures inherent in the 

accountability systems and that these pressures, along with time constraints, overwhelmed the 

educational goals that emphasized student learning beyond achievement measured strictly by 

standardized testing.  Kohn (2000) argues that teachers feel compelled and even obligated to 

choose methods to improve test scores over those that enhance and promote authentic learning, 

and this affects the content and format of instruction.  The noted pressures of external 

accountability have the possibility of conflicting with the holistic model of assessment.  

Therefore, it will be fruitful to examine to what degree external pressures influence teachers' 

instructional practices.   

Conceptual Change and Assessment Practices 

 School leaders not only look to identify areas of strengths and weaknesses within 

instructional practices, but also ways to enhance the strengths and improve the weaknesses by 

determining why both exist.  The apparent weaknesses delineated in this study can possibly be 

related to Conceptual Change Theory that brings to light four conditions that must be present in 

order for the change to occur which are; a dissatisfaction with current conceptions, the 

intelligibility of the new concept, the plausibility of implementing the new concept, and impact 

or success of the conceptual change (Pintrich, Marx, Boyle, 1993).  Conceptual change and 

conceptual ecology theories charge that it is not enough to simply present new information to 

teachers.  Careful consideration must be given to all of the environmental conditions that may 

shape or constrain teachers’ willingness and ability to accept the new concept and commit to 

embracing new practices and ideologies.  While there is research that addresses various aspects 

of teachers implementation of assessment practices (e.g. Bol, Strange, 1996; Bol, Nunnery, 

Stephenson, & Mogge, 2000; Gimbert, Bol, & Wallace, 2007; ), a literature search revealed a 
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scarcity of published research that specifically explores the issue of conceptual change as it 

relates specifically to teachers’ assessment practices.  It could be a rewarding area for future 

research to explore what factors impede change in instructional practices.  Additionally, as it 

relates to the Conceptual Change Theory, a robust study in the area of classroom practices using 

the Holistic Model of Assessment should also be conducted to examine to what degree, if any, 

grade level and the subject taught impacts how knowledge translates into instructional practice. 

Conclusion 

 To answer the first research question regarding teachers’ perceived understandings of 

assessment aligned with the holistic model, the collective findings suggest that teachers have a 

process-centered conception of assessment that is misaligned with the holistic model, which 

considers the learner as the center of all assessment efforts.  Most notably lacking is the 

understanding about the importance of communication and student involvement. 

 The second research question of, assessment practices teachers report using in their 

classrooms addresses how teachers design and use assessments and what practices they report 

using in their classrooms.  The findings of the research suggest that the grade 3 through 12 

teachers that participated in the study generally used assignments and assessments that were 

standardized or created at the district level without adaptation to address the needs of their 

students.  In addition, there was little to no evidence in the data collected that indicated activities 

or assessments were used to inform instructional decisions, leading to the conclusion that 

assessing students was not viewed as an integral part of instruction.  The data taken together is 

suggestive of an implementation gap as it relates to knowledge and practice.  The teachers 

reported employing assessment practices that were either unfounded by the lesson plan review or 

unsubstantiated based on reverse coding and follow up statements on the questionnaire.  
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 Beyond the research questions and findings of this study resides the question schools 

have nationwide—How do educators help students realize their full potential and stay committed 

to their core purpose of teaching and learning?  Teachers are commonly believed to be the most 

important factor in student learning and are central to any improvement effort a school makes.  

Teacher driven factors such as providing student feedback, ensuring high instructional quality, 

and teaching for mastery are among the influences on learning that have the highest effect sizes 

(Hattie, 2012).  Finding a way to grow the capacity in teachers to implement these practices will 

go a long way in improving student achievement across the board and help schools establish and 

maintain a data-driven approach to prioritizing instructional needs.  In a practical sense, 

educational institutions must find a way to identify and lessen the gap between knowledge and 

practice suggested by the findings of this study.  The school day and the school year are both 

constrained by time, creating a sense of urgency to provide students with the material they need 

to meet curriculum standards.  Hence, it is of the utmost importance that teachers and students 

are spending their time on those practices known to have the greatest positive impact on 

achievement. 
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APPENDIX A 

Please rate how frequently you practice each of the following assessment strategies by 
placing a check mark in the appropriate box 
 
Assessment Design Never Seldom Some of 

the time 
Most of 
the time 

1) I create the assessments I use in class     
2) My assessments mirror the design of   
standardized test (R) 

    

3) My assessments cover multiple skills 
and concepts (R) 

    

4) My assessments are designed to match 
the individual needs of students 

    

5) I design/select assessments differently 
based on its specific purpose 

    

 
Alignment Never Seldom Some of 

the time 
Most of 
the time 

6) I assess students strictly based on the content 
standards  

    

7) I include content in my assessments that think 
students need to know, even though it may not be 
included in the curriculum standards (R)  

    

8) I create assessment ideas that are more 
challenging than the content standards so that 
students will be ready for easier questions on future 
assessments (R) 

    

9) I decide how I will assess a skill/concept prior to 
beginning my instruction 

    

10) I use the same questions/problems/prompts on 
my assessments that I have used during the course 
of my instruction 

    

 
Student Involvement/Formative Use Never Seldom Some of 

the time 
Most of 
the time 

11) I wait to assess my students until after I am 
finished all of my instruction (R)  

    

12) I require students to document reflection of their 
progress  

    

13) I make sure I follow the curriculum pacing 
regardless of whether all students are mastering the 
content (R) 

    

14) Student set learning goals for skill/concepts being 
taught 

    

15) I incorporate interventions into my instructional     



ASSESSMENT LITERACY AND ASSESSMENT PRACTICES 
 

109 

block based on results from my assessments 
 
Setting a Clear Purpose Never Seldom Some 

of the 
time 

Most of 
the time 

16) I show students examples of work that meets the 
criteria for success 

    

17) I use pre-assessments to determine where I need 
to begin my instruction on a new topic 

    

18) Rubrics are used to communicate the success 
criteria of daily assignments and/or projects 

    

19) I give pop quizzes in order to make sure my 
students have completed their assignments (R) 

    

20) I grade assignments for completion (effort) 
rather than for accuracy (R) 

    

 
Communicating Results Never Seldom Some of 

the time 
Most of 
the time 

21) My students revise their work based on teacher 
or peer feedback  

    

22) I use reporting options other than grades to 
communicate the results of assessments 

    

23) I use rubrics to give specific feedback to 
students on their progress 

    

24) To save time, I allow my students to exchange 
and correct each others’ papers (R) 

    

25) I only discuss the assessment results with other 
teachers and/or administrators (R) 

    

 
Please rate how strongly you agree or disagree with each of the following statements by 
placing a check mark in the appropriate box 
 
Assessment Design Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Agree Strongly 

Agree 
26) Assessments should be lengthy to accurately 
gauge students’ knowledge (R) 

    

27) It is difficult to create/decide on an assessment 
until you know what students have learned. (R) 

    

28) Multiple choice tests can address all levels of 
cognitive demand 

    

29) Assessments are should be tightly aligned with 
the essential skills students will be held accountable 
for based on the state standards 

    

30) Creating assessments collaboratively can help 
improve the quality of the design 
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Alignment Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Agree Strongly 

Agree 
31) Assessments should promote student success 
over rigor in order to foster motivation (R) 

    

32) Previously taught content should be part of each 
assessment to make sure students remember (R) 

    

33) Assessments should be aligned with the written 
and taught curriculum 

    

34) Using a blueprint to design an assessment helps 
to improve its alignment with the curriculum 
standards 

    

35) Classroom grades should be consistent with both 
formative and summative assessment scores 

    

 
Student Involvement/Formative Use 
 

Strongly 
Disagree 

Disagree Agree Strongly 
Agree 

36) Assessments are most useful for assigning value 
to what skills students have mastered (R) 

    

37) An assessment that the majority of students fail 
can still provide usable data 

    

38) Students talking to one another encourages new 
ideas and different perspectives 

    

39) Rubrics help students understand what is 
required of them when completing assignments 

    

40) Student involvement creating assessments can 
bias the results (R) 

    

 
Setting A Clear Purpose Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Agree Strongly 

Agree 
41) Informing students what will be included on an 
assessment makes it difficult to accurately analyze 
the results (R) 

    

42) Most assessments should be used to measure 
student progress and guide future instruction 

    

43) There should be a comprehensive plan for 
integrating assessments into the classroom over time  

    

44) To best monitor students’ progress, a grade is 
should be assigned for each assessment (R) 

    

45) Assessments can be used for the sole purpose of 
evaluating and adjusting instruction 

    

 
Communicating Results Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Agree Strongly 

Agree 
46) Students should frequently receive feedback on 
completed assignments that DOES NOT include a 
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numerical or alphabetical grade 
47) Students do not require frequent feedback o their 
performance to them succeed (R) 

    

48) The numerical or alphabetical grade provides 
enough information for students to accurately reflect 
on their progress towards learning goals (R)  

    

49) Students should be told how the results of each 
assessment will be used. 

    

50) How and to whom the results of an assessment is 
reported depends on its pre-determined purpose  
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Request for Research Study Participation and Consent 
March 22, 2016 
 
Greetings: 
 

I am currently working towards my doctor of philosophy in Educational Leadership at Old Dominion.  
My research topic is a direct result of my interactions teachers, administrators and students in public 
schools.  The title of my dissertation is:  Examining the Relationship Between Grade 3-12 Teachers’ 
Perceived Assessment Literacy and their Classroom Assessment Practices.  This study is designed to 
examine what relationship, if any, exist between perceived knowledge and practice 

 
The primary purpose of the study is to learn whether there is a relationship between what grade 3-12 

teachers’ perceive as their level of assessment literacy and their classroom assessment practices.  A 
secondary purpose is to compare the teachers’ perceptions of assessment literacy to the holistic model that 
includes; establishing a clear purpose, aligning instruction and assessment, assessment design, 
communicating results, and student involvement The final goal will be to determine what perceptions 
teachers have about their role in implementing effective assessment practices in the climate of 
accountability.   

 
It is my hope that you will agree to be a participant in this study.  The survey will only take 

approximately 20 minutes to complete.  The first section of the survey will ask for demographic 
information followed by the survey questions.  

 
In order to complete my study, I am surveying 3-12 math, language arts, science and social studies 
teachers you will have access to the survey that I would like for you to complete. Lesson plans and 
assessment materials (anonymously provided by your administrator) used by participating schools and 
teachers may also be examined.  Completing and submitting the survey will imply your willingness to 
participate in this study.  

 
This study is highly confidential and information obtained will be kept strictly private.  No 

identifying information linking you or your school name to this study will be included in the data 
reporting.  You may withdraw from the study at any time.  If you have questions regarding this study you 
may contact me at 757-706-4456 and my committee chairperson is Dr. Steven Myran and can be reached 
at 757-683-6694.  Additionally, I would like you to know that I have obtained official approval from the 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) at Old Dominion to conduct this study.   

 
The deadline for submission of the survey is April 29, 2016.  Gentle email reminders will be sent 

after April 20th if the survey has not been completed in order to remind you of the April 29th deadline.   
 
I want to thank you in advance for taking the opportunity to respond to this survey and if at any time 

during this process you have questions or concerns, I stand ready to answer your questions. 
 

Sincerely, 
 
M a r k  H u d s o n  
 
Mark Hudson 
Old Dominion University Doctoral Candidate 
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Hampton City Schools-Phoebus High School Principal 
markhudson@hampton.k12.va.us 

office: 757-727-1004 
mobile: 757-706-4456 

 
Education: 
 
Old Dominion University 
Ph. D., Education Leadership  (2017) 
 
Old Dominion University 
Master of Science in Education Leadership (2001) 
 
Norfolk State University 
Teacher Certification Program (1994) 
 
Howard University 
Bachelor of Business Administration-Marketing (1990) 
 
 
Professional Experience: 
 
2015-Present Principal-Aberdeen Elementary School 
2010-2015 Principal- Eaton Fundamental Middle School 
2008-2010 Principal-Spratley Middle School 
2004-2008 Principal-Aberdeen Elementary School 
 

§ Organize and evaluate the implementation of the instructional program. 
§ Responsible for analyzing school data to serve as a guide for planning 

improvement initiatives.  
§ Responsible for hiring, observing, evaluating, and coaching staff members  
§ Providing support for personal and professional development.   
§ Responsible for creating the school’s master schedule to insure that content areas 

are allotted the required amount of time, staff members have time for planning 
lessons, and classroom hours are maximized.    

§ Oversee the school’s budget and monitor all aspects of its financial allocations.   
§ Responsible for interpreting and enforcing the student discipline program based 

on the division policies to provide and maintain a safe and orderly school 
environment.  

§ Communicate with students, parents, staff members, and community agencies to 
secure resources that supplement our instructional program. 

§ Responsible planning staff professional development based on school needs 
2002-2004 Assistant Principal-Wythe Elementary School 
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2001-02 Assistant Principal-Armstrong/Cary Elementary School 
 

§ Assist with supervising and evaluating classroom teachers, instructional 
assistants, and clerical personnel.  

§ Responsible for monitoring and administering the intersession budget and 
coordinating all intersession programs.  

§ Communicating with parents and faculty regarding the goals and objectives of 
the school.  

§ Assist the principal and staff in improving the instructional program through 
school improvement plan development and data analysis.  

§ Administer rules and regulations regarding student conduct based on teacher 
referral and confer with parents concerning discipline cases.   

§ Compile, maintain and interpret records of students.   
§ Monitor attendance and referred students with truancy matters.   
§ Act as facilitator in meetings concerning individual students such as Child 

Study, IEP, 504, and Student Intervention Team meetings. 
 
1994-2001 Teacher-Wythe Elementary School 
 

§ Present instructional program and utilized teaching methods, which considered 
the individual needs, interests, abilities, and maturity levels of the students.  

§ Provide individual student progress reports and evaluations on a regular basis  
§ Keep requisite records to justify promotions, retentions and special program 

recommendations 
§ Meet with parents to advise them concerning student needs and progress.   
§ Serve on committees and attended staff meetings 

 
Community Involvement: 
 
Youth Football Coach-Hampton Cavaliers Athletic Association (2002-2005) 
Youth Basketball Coach-Hampton Cavaliers Athletic Association (2001-2005) 
Youth Football Coach-Kappa Cardinals Athletic Association (2006-present) 
Youth Soccer Coach-Hampton Soccer Club (2002) 
AAU Basketball Coach (1997-2015) 
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