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BY Thomas W. Many, Ed.D.

Teachers often have many questions about common assessments. For example, what is the relationship of common
- L :
assessments 1o a specific text, learner standards or a program? How often should common assessments be administered:

Should they be standardized? Whar is the relationship berween common assessments and writing prompts? Who should

develop and score them?
These are all grear questions, and we have taken the 10 most frequently asked and answered them below. What does

your team think about the following?

Is there research to support using common

assessments?

As Doug Reeves, Rick Stiggins, Rick DuFour and oth-
ers say, there is 2 growing body of evidence that suggests using
common assessments thar reflecr the essential curriculum in
combination with providing students with more time and
support helps all students learn ro high levels.

What should common assessments be linked to?
Common assessments are linked ro the essential cur-

riculum. They reflect what we expect our students to
learn and help measure how well studenes are learning the
concepts we have agreed are part of the essential curriculum.
Dara is meaningful when teachers meer and talk abour how
their students did in comparison ro others on the same mca-

sure against an agreed-upon standard of achievement,

Who should develop common assessments?

The classroom teacher is the best person ro develop
common assessments, either by writing items from
scrarch, by borrowing them from publishers tests, or by raking
sample questions from past exams. When teachers creare com-
mon assessments collaboratively, results are always berter than

when tests arc created b}' publishtrs who have no I-:nnwledge :

about our students, our classrooms or our community.
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How do teachers develop common assessments?
Common assessments are developed after a comparison
of whar has been taught (usually found in the teacher’s
plan book) with what was expected to be taughr (as reflected
by the essential curriculum), Common assessments can be
more sophisticared, bur 2 good “rule of thumb” ro use as a
guide is four or five questions for each of four or five standards
on each common assessment. That’s plenty, if done well!

Where do questions for the common assessments
come from:?

Quesrions for common assessments may be taken
from rextbooks, black-line masrers, sample test banks or
previously administered classroom rtests. The questions on
the ¢common assessments can come from many sources, but
first and foremost, 2 common assessment should be developed
by teams of teachers and reflect the essential curriculum as

%

agreed to by faculry and staff.
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Can common assessments help pace instrucdon?

When common assessments are given to all students ar
abour the same time during the school year, teachers
know whether individuals and groups of students are master-
ing the material more quickly or more slowly than typically
expected. Common 2ssessments are a guide, 2 gauge, 2 Means
ro monitor the pace of instruction as our students move

through the curnicudum.

ow often should common assessments be given?
Common assessments are designed to give teachers
feedback abour how their students are doing. Giv-
ing common assessments only two or three times per year
is helpful, bur does not provide reachers enough feedback.
There is also a danger of creating an overwhelming amount
of testing unless we subsritute common asscssments for some
of the madidonal end-of-chaprer tests, quizzes and writing
sssienments we have used in the past. Most teachers find

that giving cormnmon assessments every four 1o six weeks 1s
most benehiaial.

Are common assessments formative or summanve?
This is best viewed as a continuum, and common 2as-
sessments can contain aspects of both formative and
summartive assessment. Informardon gathered from a com-
mor assessment can be used in formative ways ro help guide
instruction. Results of common assessments can also be used
in summative ways to identify the informarion students have
mastered at a particular point in time.

How are common assessments related to
intervention plans?

Common assessments provide feedback thar helps
teachers know which students need more time and support.
Ezch school may approach interventions in different ways,
but common asscssments can help tcachers identify the in-
rervendon thar best meets a student’s needs.

Do common asscssments have 2 role in
Prﬂf:ssiﬂnal devel ﬂpmant?
Teachers who usc common assessments are able

ro share the results of their instruction in job-alike meerings.
Teachers share ideas, strategies and techniques they have
found ro be successfiuil. When based on common assessments,
job-alike meetings provide an opporrunicy for reachers to
learn from one another, which is often the best source for
strategies thar work. Job-alike meetings also give reachers a
great venue in which ro talk about inrerventions and ro share
what works and what doesn't work. ’

Each of these Top 10 is a great quiestion to ask and respord

t0 as you move toward collaborative solurions founded upon
the three questions from Rick DuFour (2002) thar guide

your reaching:
e  What should students know and be 2ble to do

as a resulr of this class, course or grade level

(curriculum framework)?
¢ How do we know they've learned it (common

assessments)?
» What do we do when they don' learn it

(inrerventions)?

Dr. Thomas W, Many is Superinsendent of Sehools in Kil-
deer Countryside School Diserict 96 in Buffalo Grove, Illinois,

which has developed a reputation as one of the bighest achiev-
ing/lowest spending school districes in llinois. A highly-rated

Academy speaker, he has worked with schools in she U.S. and
Canada on creasing learning communities wirh special insights
into developing a culture that suppores learning communizies,
the imporiance of the principal’s role in sustaining that culture,
and specific strazegies for creating high performing, collaborative
seams.
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