
492 Unit 8: Assessment

achievement, such as grades on a report card or standardized achievement test scores (Sanders, 
2011). The difference between formative and summative assessments is in their purpose 
(Bennett, 2011). For example, a high school chemistry teacher may ask students to write a 
paragraph explaining what they know about atoms before a lesson and then may ask them to 
write an essay after the lesson summarizing what they learned. Both assessments involve essay 
writing, but the former is a formative assessment and the latter is summative.

Types of Assessments
Because assessments are broadly defined as any means of obtaining information about stu-
dents, there are many different methods of collecting such data. Assessments can be formal, 
such as tests, papers, or projects, or they can be informal, such as an observation of a student’s 
behavior on the playground. Informal assessments can take place in many situations, such 
as the classroom, playground, or home. They typically have a formative purpose, involve an 
observation or interview, and do not involve scores or a comparison students. In contrast, 
formal assessments typically occur in more structured environments, like the classroom or 
testing centers, and their purpose is to obtain summative data of students’ performance that 
can be compared to other students.

Another way to think of assessments is whether they are objective or subjective. Informal 
assessments typically collect subjective data, which means the data are open to interpretation. 
For example, two school counselors observing a student’s social interactions in a peer group 
may make very different interpretations. In contrast, formal assessments often collect objective 
data, which refer to a score having one interpretation, such as right or wrong. Multiple-choice 
and true–false tests are objective because these items have one correct answer. However, formal 
assessments can be subjective, such as essays or performance-based assessments, which require 
students to demonstrate their knowledge by creating a product (writing a lab report) or car-
rying out a process (demonstrating how to perform CPR). Because performance-based assess-
ments are open to interpretation, teachers attempt to quantify characteristics of performance 
(such as organization, clarity, and grammar in an essay) by applying scores to each criterion 
using a rubric, which we discuss in more detail later in the module. The result is a score that 
may translate to a letter grade, but the assessment is not purely objective.

We can also distinguish assessments by whether they are standardized. Often, formal assess-
ments are standardized, which means that the assessment is administered under standard con-
ditions (the same way for each student) and there is a standard method of scoring. IQ tests and 
achievement tests administered by psychologists are standardized tests, and paper-and-pencil 

TABLE 23.1	 Examples of Assessments for Making Decisions About Students

ASSESSMENT DECISIONS EXAMPLE
Selection Admissions tests for entry to college or private high schools

Placement Assignment of students to elementary reading groups, ability groups, or tracks in high 
school

Diagnosis Standardized test scores used to identify learning disabilities

Counseling and guidance Interest inventories and aptitude tests for exploring students’ career options

Instructional planning Pretests or surveys to assess what students know prior to instruction

Progress monitoring Scores on standardized or classroom tests to provide feedback for improvement or 
monitor progress toward learning objectives

Outcomes evaluation Grades on a report card or scores on standardized or classroom tests to determine 
students’ achievement or mastery 

SOURCE: Brookhart & Nitko, 2014.

Multiple-Choice and 
true–false: See  
Module 24

Essays: See Module 24

IQ tests: See Module 20
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