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GLOSSARY OF ASSESSMENT TERMS

Alternative Assessment – A method of evaluating student learning and/or progress that relies not on traditional pen-and-paper testing, but rather on tasks that have students provide original responses to a question or assignment. Alternative forms of assessment include essays, oral presentations, and portfolios.
Analytic scoring – Evaluating student work across multiple dimensions of performance rather than from an overall impression. In analytic scoring, individual scores for each dimension are scored and reported. For example, analytic scoring of a history essay might include scores of the following dimensions: use of prior knowledge, application of principles, use of original source material to support a point of view, and composition. An overall impression of quality may be included in analytic scoring.

Anchor tests – A common set of items administered with each of two or more different forms of a test for equating the scores obtained on these forms. “Anchor papers provide a connection between a rubric narrative and student writing, and an example of what writing at a certain score of the rubric should look like.”

Aptitude Test – A test intended to measure the test-taker’s innate ability to learn, given before receiving instruction.  

Assessment – The systematic collection, review, and use of information about educational programs undertaken for improving student learning and development. An ongoing process aimed at understanding and improving student learning. It involves making our expectations explicit and public; setting appropriate criteria and standards for learning quality; systematically gathering, analyzing, and interpreting evidence to determine how well performance matches those expectations and standards; and using the resulting information to document, explain, and improve performance. 

Authentic Assessment – A form of assessment in which students are asked to perform real-world tasks that demonstrate meaningful application of essential knowledge and skills.  Student performance on a task is typically scored on a rubric to determine how successfully the student has met specific standards.
Benchmarks - A specific statement of knowledge and skills within a content area’s continuum that a student must possess to demonstrate a level of progress toward mastery of a standard.

Benchmark tasks – Pieces of student work selected by a group of lead teachers as exemplifying a certain score level. 

Benchmarking – An actual measurement of group performance against an established standard at defined points along the path toward the standard. Subsequent measurements of group performance use the benchmarks to measure progress toward achievement. 
Classroom Assessment – The systematic and on-going study of what and how students are learning in a particular classroom; often designed for individual faculty who wish to improve their teaching of a specific course. Classroom assessment differs from tests and other forms of student assessment in that it is aimed at course improvement, rather than at assigning grades. 
Cohort – A group whose progress is followed by means of measurements at different points in time. 

Competency – A group of characteristics, native or acquired, which indicate an individual’s ability to acquire skills in a given area.
Competency-based assessment (criterion-referenced assessment) – Measures an individual’s performance against a predetermined standard of acceptable performance. Progress is based on actual performance rather than on how well learners perform in comparison to others; usually still given under classroom conditions. CASAS and BEST are examples of competency-based assessments.

Competency Test – A test intended to establish that a student has met established minimum standards of skills and knowledge and is thus eligible for promotion, graduation, certification, or other official acknowledgment of achievement. 

Creaming – The process of focusing on participants who are easy to serve, with the possible consequence of neglecting those participants who are most in need of services.

Criterion-referenced assessment (competency-based assessment) – An assessment where an individual’s performance is compared to a specific learning objective or performance standard and not to the performance of other students. Criterion-referenced assessment tells us how well students are performing on specific goals or standards rather that just telling how their performance compares to a norm group of students nationally or locally. In criterion-referenced assessments, it is possible that none, or all, of the examinees will reach a particular goal or performance standard.

Criterion-referenced tests - Tests that assess a learner’s achievement against an absolute standard or criterion of performance.

Direct Assessment – Gathers evidence about student learning based on student performance that demonstrates the learning itself. Can be value added, related to standards, qualitative or quantitative, embedded or not, using local or external criteria. Examples are written assignments, classroom assignments, presentations, test results, projects, logs, portfolios, and direct observations. 
Embedded Assessment – A means of gathering information about student learning that is built into and a natural part of the teaching-learning process. Often uses for assessment purposes classroom assignments that are evaluated to assign students a grade. Can assess individual student performance or aggregate the information to provide information about the course or program; can be formative or summative, quantitative or qualitative. Example: as part of a course, expecting each senior to complete a research paper that is graded for content and style, but is also assessed for advanced ability to locate and evaluate Web-based information (as part of a college-wide outcome to demonstrate information literacy). 
Evaluation – When used for most educational settings, evaluation means to measure, compare, and judge the quality of student work, schools, or a specific educational program.

Formative assessment – Assessment that provides feedback to the teacher for the purpose of improving instruction.

Goals – Statements of expectations of general capabilities or student outcomes resulting from planned educational experiences. General educational goals refer to state or district goals for all students. Art goals can refer to state, district, teacher-planned, or teacher/student-planned expectations for student learning (i.e., student outcomes that will result from the planned experiences in the arts). Lesson Plan goals refer to what the teacher will do in order to facilitate that student outcome. An objective, in terms of student behaviour, delineates a more focused outcome than a goal (i.e., a breakdown of a general goal statement) but does not refer to the over specification of minute enabling behaviours (i.e. each performance or manipulative skill). 

Holistic Method – In assessment, assigning a single score based on an overall assessment of performance rather than by scoring or analyzing dimensions individually. The product is considered to be more than the sum of its parts and so the quality of a final product or performance is evaluated rather than the process or dimension of performance. A holistic scoring rubric might combine a number of elements on a single scale. Focused holistic scoring may be used to evaluate a limited portion of a learner’s performance. 

Indicators – Measures used to track performance over time. Accountability systems commonly use input indicators (provide information about the capacity of the system and its programs); process indicators (track participation in programs to see whether different educational approaches produce different results); output indicators (short-term measures of results); outcome indicators (long-term measures of outcomes and impacts). 

Indirect Assessment – Acquiring evidence about how students feel about learning and their learning environment rather than actual demonstrations of outcome achievement. Examples include surveys, questionnaires, interviews, focus groups, and reflective essays. 

Instrument or assessment tool – A method of gathering data about student performance. In the arts this could be a questionnaire, a test, a checklist of stages in solving a problem, or a criterion-referenced rating scale for an art product or performance. 

Learning Objective – What you want students to know and understand after they complete a learning experience, usually a culminating activity, product, or performance that can be measured. 

Learning Outcomes – Operational statements describing specific student behaviours that evidence the acquisition of desired knowledge, skills, abilities, capacities, attitudes or dispositions. Learning outcomes can be usefully thought of as behavioural criteria for determining whether students are achieving the educational objectives of a program, and, ultimately, whether overall program goals are being successfully met. Outcomes are sometimes treated as synonymous with objectives, though objectives are usually more general statements of what students are expected to achieve in an academic program. 

Materials-based assessment – Evaluation of learners on the basis of tests following the completion of a particular set of curriculum materials. A commercial text and its accompanying workbook is an example of this type of assessment.

Measurement – Process of quantifying any human attribute pertinent to education without necessarily making judgements or interpretations.

Multidimensional Assessment – Assessment that gathers information about a broad spectrum of abilities and skills.

Norm group – The group used as a point of comparison for a test. 

Norm-referenced testing – A score that compares a student's performance to that of people in a norm group. 

Norm-referenced Assessment – An assessment where student performance or performances are compared to a larger group. Usually the larger group or “norm group” is a national sample representing a wide and diverse cross-section of students. Students, schools, districts, and even states are compared or rank-ordered in relation to the norm group. The purpose of a norm-referenced assessment is usually to sort students and not to measure achievement towards some criterion of performance.
Objective – Much like a goal or standard, an objective is a statement of what students should know and be able to do.  Typically, an objective is the most narrow of these statements, usually describing what a student should know or be able to do at the end of a specific lesson plan.  Like a standard, an objective is amenable to assessment, that is, it is observable and measurable.  
Outcomes – Changes in learners, such as learning gains in reading and writing, promotions at work, or increased self-confidence that occur as a direct result of their participation in adult literacy education; knowledge, attitudes, skills, etc., that the student or learner acquires as a result of a learning experience.

Peer Assessment – One of the ways in which students internalize the characteristics of quality work is by evaluating the work of their peers. However, if they are to offer helpful feedback, students must have a clear understanding of what they are to look for in their peers’ work. The instructor must explain expectations clearly to them before they begin. 
Performance accountability – A means of judging policies and programs by measuring their outcomes or results against agreed upon standards. A performance accountability system provides the framework for measuring outcomes - not merely processes or workloads.
Performance assessment (alternative assessment, authentic assessment, participatory assessment) – Performance assessment is a form of testing that requires students to perform a task rather than select an answer from a ready-made list. Performance assessment is an activity that requires students to construct a response, create a product, or perform a demonstration. Usually there are multiple ways that an examinee can approach a performance assessment and more than one correct answer.
Performance Criteria – The standards by which student performance is evaluated. Performance criteria help assessors maintain objectivity and provide students with important information about expectations, giving them a target or goal to strive for. 

Portfolio – A systematic and organized collection of a student's work that exhibits to others the direct evidence of a student's efforts, achievements, and progress over a period of time. The collection should involve the student in selection of its contents, and should include information about the performance criteria, the rubric or criteria for judging merit, and evidence of student self-reflection or evaluation. It should include representative work, providing a documentation of the learner's performance and a basis for evaluation of the student's progress. Portfolios may include a variety of demonstrations of learning and have been gathered in the form of a physical collection of materials, videos, CD-ROMs, reflective journals, etc. 

Portfolio assessment – A portfolio is a collection of work, usually drawn from students' classroom work. A portfolio becomes a portfolio assessment when (1) the assessment purpose is defined; (2) criteria or methods are made clear for determining what is put into the portfolio, by whom, and when; and (3) criteria for assessing either the collection or individual pieces of work are identified and used to make judgments about performance. Portfolios can be designed to assess student progress, effort, and/or achievement, and encourage students to reflect on their learning.
Qualitative Assessment – Collects data that does not lend itself to quantitative methods but rather to interpretive criteria. 

Reliability – The degree to which test scores for an individual or group of test takers are consistent over repeated administrations, and therefore, can be inferred to be dependable, replicable, and relatively free of errors of measurement.

Rubric – A brief statement describing a certain quantity or quality of work, learning or behaviour. Rubrics are often organized in descending order, with statements describing, for example, excellent behaviour, good behaviour, acceptable behaviour, and poor behaviour. Specific sets of criteria that clearly define for both student and teacher what a range of acceptable and unacceptable performance looks like. Criteria define descriptors of ability at each level of performance and assign values to each level. Levels referred to are proficiency levels, which describe a continuum from excellent to unacceptable product.

Self-Assessment – Self-assessment describes a broad range of activities that an individual might pursue, and with potential application to many areas of life such as family life, career milestones and the individual's spiritual life. In this kind of reflection, students step back from the learning process to think about their language learning strategies and their progress as language learners. Such self-assessment encourages students to become independent learners and can increase their motivation.
Standards – Sets a level of accomplishment all students are expected to meet or exceed. Standards do not necessarily imply high quality learning; sometimes the level is a lowest common denominator. Nor do they imply complete standardization in a program; a common minimum level could be achieved by multiple pathways and demonstrated in various ways. 

Summative Assessment – The gathering of information at the conclusion of a course, program, or undergraduate career to improve learning or to meet accountability demands. When used for improvement, impacts the next cohort of students taking the course or program. Example: examining student final exams in a course to see if certain specific areas of the curriculum were understood less well than others. 

Summative assessment – A culminating assessment, which gives information on students' mastery of content, knowledge, or skills.
Triangulation – A process of combining methodologies to strengthen the reliability of a design approach; when applied to alternative assessment, triangulation refers to the collection and comparison of data or information from three difference sources or perspectives.

Traditional assessment – Traditional assessment instruments refer to forced-choice, machine-scorable, pencil-and-paper tests (e.g. matching, true-false, multiple choice) and restricted- completion, short-answer, or essay questions.

Validity – The extent to which an assessment measures what it is supposed to measure and the extent to which inferences and actions made on the basis of test scores are appropriate and accurate. For example, if a student performs well on a reading test, how confident are we that that student is a good reader? A valid standards-based assessment is aligned with the standards intended to be measured, provides an accurate and reliable estimate of students’ performance relative to the standard, and is fair. An assessment cannot be valid if it is not reliable.

