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Introduction 

A local comprehensive assessment system includes multiple measures across all content areas, 

for various purposes, and data that should be used to inform instructional and programmatic 

decisions. These measures include screening, benchmark, diagnostic, formative, progress 

monitoring, and summative assessments as well as state assessments.  

Different types of assessments can be used to gather evidence of student learning, and, 

generally, no one piece of assessment information can fulfill all purposes. Assessment systems 

should be inclusive of all students, which means that some students may require 

accommodations to access the assessment. 

Local Comprehensive Assessment Systems, one of the four levers related to Act 173, should be 

designed to provide parents, guardians, educators, and pediatricians with essential information 

that can follow a child from infancy through twelfth grade and beyond. The data that are 

collected enable caregivers and educators to determine how to provide learning opportunities 

and support that help each child to thrive. 

Purpose 

This document was created from a larger piece of work, Strengthening and Streamlining Local 

Comprehensive Assessment Systems, in order to develop a shared understanding of assessment 

terminology that is commonly used.  

Types of Assessments 

The type and purpose of the assessment dictate the frequency of its administration. “Done well 

and thoughtfully, assessments are tools for learning and promoting equity... Done poorly, in 

excess, or without a clear purpose, they take valuable time away from teaching and learning…” 

(USDOE, 2015).  

Performance Assessments and Tasks 

Performance assessments are any teacher- or student-designed learning activity or investigation 

in which students demonstrate their knowledge, understanding, and/or skills through a 

performance task. Performance assessments engage students in meaningful learning in 

authentic contexts, show genuine applications of knowledge, and yield a tangible product 

and/or performance that serves as evidence of learning.  

A performance task is what students actually do within a larger performance assessment 

framework. Tasks built around student interests engage students and help them make 

connections to their personal lives. 

Project-Based Learning is one method of teaching that incorporates a series of performance 

assessments and learning opportunities that lead to a culminating product or performance for 

an audience. The Agency of Education document, Project-Based Learning: A Student-Centered 

Approach, explains:  

According to PBL Works, Project-Based Learning “unleashes a contagious, creative 

energy among students and teachers,” strengthening relationships and creating a life-

long love of learning. Students gain academic skills and content knowledge while  

https://www.edutopia.org/comprehensive-assessment-introduction
http://www.ed.gov/news/press-releases/fact-sheet-testing-action-plan
https://education.vermont.gov/documents/edu-project-based-learning-a-student-centered-approach
https://education.vermont.gov/documents/edu-project-based-learning-a-student-centered-approach
https://www.pblworks.org/what-is-pbl
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honing critical thinking, collaboration, creativity, communication, and other transferable 

skills. When done correctly, Project-Based Learning is an effective methodology to 

support Proficiency-Based and Personalized Learning as it allows students to engage in 

authentic learning opportunities that are meaningful and relevant to their lives and 

provide opportunities to present evidence of their learning in creative ways. (p. 1) 

Universal Assessments 

Universal assessments are used with all students. They can inform teachers about where 

students are performing relative to grade-level standards, performance indicators, or 

developmental milestones; which students need intervention; and how to adjust instruction to 

affect students' success. (See Tables 1, 2, and 3 in the Appendix for more information.) 

Screener 

Universal screening is conducted to identify or predict students who may be at risk for poor 

learning outcomes. Universal screening assessments are typically brief, conducted with all 

students at a grade level, and followed by additional testing or short-term progress monitoring 

to corroborate students’ risk status. 

Interim Assessment 

An interim assessment is a form of assessment that educators use to evaluate where students 

are in their progress toward overall proficiency as determined by state summative assessments.  

Concerns related to interim assessments are that some do not give teachers the level of detailed 

information needed to inform instruction and they may not be given frequently enough to 

impact instructional decisions. Before making a decision on purchasing or using a particular 

interim assessment tool, educators should determine the purpose of the assessment and how 

the data will be used.  

Benchmark 

A benchmark is a point of reference against which a learner’s level of proficiency can be 

measured. Benchmark assessments can be used at a variety of local levels including, but not 

limited to, classroom, grade, or school level.  While benchmark assessments can be used as both 

screeners and interims, they additionally should be used to collect data for future planning of 

instruction and curriculum, as well as communicating to learners their progress toward 

proficiency. 

Formative Assessment 

Formative assessments provide information to both educators and students about what has 

been learned, which objectives have been addressed, and what techniques have been successful. 

They are assessments for learning and the data should be used to adapt or adjust instruction 

accordingly. (See Table 4 in the Appendix for more information.)
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Summative Assessments 

Summative assessments confirm what students know and can do, typically at the end of a year, 

semester, course, or instructional unit. They are assessments of learning. (See Table 5 in the 

Appendix for more information.) 

Diagnostic and Progress Monitoring: Assessment Data for and from Targeted and 

Intensive Instruction  

Diagnostic and progress monitoring assessments are conducted with only some students but 

are often necessary to plan instruction and/or intervention to meet the needs of students who 

require additional supports or encounter new challenges. This may mean more formal and 

frequent assessments for some students in order to improve outcomes. (See Tables 6 and 7 in 

the Appendix for more information) 

Diagnostic 

The purpose of a diagnostic assessment is to investigate and analyze a specific student’s 

strengths and challenges, identify an appropriate focus for intervention, and explore the 

foundational skills/concepts of a content domain more comprehensively. 

Progress Monitoring 

The purpose of progress monitoring assessments is to measure a student’s progress on a 

skill/concept in a predefined period of time, determine if the student has made sufficient 

progress to discontinue intervention or if they need a different or more intensified intervention, 

and decide if a child with an IEP is making progress on goals and objectives. 

Reliability, Validity, and Fidelity 

Equitable methods of assessing require appropriate design, administration, and interpretation. 

Whether designing or selecting assessments, reliability, validity, and fidelity are essential 

factors for making sound decisions. Additional considerations when selecting and using 

assessments can be found in the VTmtss Field Guide and the Framework for Vermont’s Early 

Childhood Comprehensive Assessment System. 

Reliability 

Reliability refers to the consistency of measurements when assessments are repeated – the 

degree to which results are free from measurement errors (AERA, APA, and NCME, 1999). 

Results or scores reported for individuals or schools must be accurate to support each intended 

interpretation (AERA, 2000). Reliability, in conjunction with validity and fidelity, increases 

confidence that the assessment will provide scores that consistently and accurately determine 

students’ academic abilities. The reliability of local assessment data is increased when teachers 

have opportunities to calibrate scoring on student work samples. Commercially available 

assessments will detail their reliability in their technical reports. Large scale and commercial 

assessments will also provide data regarding reliability.  

https://education.vermont.gov/documents/edu-vtmtss-field-guide-2019
https://education.vermont.gov/documents/edu-framework-for-vermonts-early-childhood-comprehensive-assessment-system
https://education.vermont.gov/documents/edu-framework-for-vermonts-early-childhood-comprehensive-assessment-system
https://www.scirp.org/(S(i43dyn45teexjx455qlt3d2q))/reference/ReferencesPapers.aspx?ReferenceID=1779513
https://www.aera.net/About-AERA/AERA-Rules-Policies/Association-Policies/Position-Statement-on-High-Stakes-Testing
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Validity 

Validity refers to the accuracy of the interpretation of assessment results (Reynolds, Livingston, 

and Wilson, 2009). In other words, it is the degree to which evidence supports the interpretation 

of results, entailed by proposed uses of tests (AERA et al., 1999). Therefore, the validation 

process involves collecting evidence to support the proposed interpretation of results or test 

scores (Lane, 1999). For example, if assessment results are interpreted as determining reading 

comprehension, the assessment must actually measure degrees or levels of reading 

comprehension. Tests valid for one use may be invalid for another (AERA, 2000). Again, 

commercially available assessments will provide evidence of validity studies in their technical 

reports. Additional information about reliability and validity can be accessed on page 13 of the 

document Criteria for High-Quality Assessments.  

Fidelity 

Fidelity refers to the degree to which a practitioner follows prescription or protocol when 

delivering an assessment, program, or intervention (e.g., Sanetti & Kratochwill, 2009; Mowbray, 

Holter, Teague, and Bybee, 2003). Fidelity of administration ensures that assessments produce 

valid and reliable results. For further reading about the importance of fidelity, please access the 

National Center on Response to Intervention  

https://www.pearson.com/en-us/subject-catalog/p/measurement-and-assessment-in-education/P200000001739?view=educator
https://www.pearson.com/en-us/subject-catalog/p/measurement-and-assessment-in-education/P200000001739?view=educator
https://edpolicy.stanford.edu/sites/default/files/publications/criteria-higher-quality-assessment_2.pdf#page=17
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Appendix 

Table 1: Universal Assessments: Screeners 

Category Summary 

Purpose ● Screeners are characterized by the administration of quick, low-cost, repeatable 

testing of age-appropriate skills to all students. 

Frequency ● 3 times a year → Fall, Winter, Spring* 

● When a new student enrolls in school outside of a screening window. 

What types of 

questions can 

this data 

answer? 

● Who is performing above, at, or below grade level? 

● Is the child meeting developmental milestones? 

● Are at least 80% (or other local target) of students demonstrating proficiency? 

● What content should be emphasized in core instruction? 

● What are areas of strengths for this cohort of students? 

● How functional are the core curriculum, environment, and instruction in the 

school? 

● Who may not be making expected progress and who may need additional 

diagnostic assessment and/or intervention, either in small groups or on an 

individual basis? 

Tips and 

Considerations 

● Ensure that the screener is accessible to all students, enabling them to show what 

they know, and does not advantage some students over others. 

● Clarify the critical skills and concepts to be assessed.  

● Screening will identify students with advanced or emerging skills so schools 

must be ready to support students at either end of the spectrum.  

● It is essential that educators differentiate between universal instruction and a 

responsive learning environment; additionally, educators must provide targeted 

or intensive supports when needed. 

● Universal screening is an activity that can be part of the Local Education 

Agency’s (LEA’s) comprehensive Child Find system to locate and identify 

children who may be in need of special education and related services. 

Resource: Elementary Assessments: Universal Screening, Diagnostic, and Progress Monitoring 

*When a robust, comprehensive, and balanced system is in place, and when all assessment administrators 

have the necessary assessment and data literacy competencies, scheduling may vary, as determined by 

students’ needs and progress. 

https://portal.ct.gov/-/media/SDE/SRBI/ELEMENTARY_ASSESSMENTS_4-9-12.pdf?la=en#:~:text=They%20help%20teachers%20identify%20where,%2For%20differentiate%20instruction%2Fintervention
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Table 2: Universal Assessments: Benchmarks 

Category Summary 

Purpose • Benchmark assessments are assessments administered periodically throughout 

the school year, at specified times during a curriculum sequence, to evaluate 

students’ knowledge and skills relative to an explicit set of longer-term learning 

goals.  

Frequency • Once or twice during a unit of study; no more than four times over a year for end-

of-year goals (e.g., English language arts).  

What types of 

questions can 

this data 

answer? 

• What knowledge and skills are important to learn? 

• How do curriculum and instruction need to be adjusted to meet student learning 

goals?   

• How well are programs, curricula, or other resources helping students to achieve 

learning goals? 

• Are students, classes, schools, and districts on course to demonstrate proficiency? 

Tips and 

Considerations 

• Develop a clear description of the purpose(s) the benchmark assessment is 

intended to serve. 

• Identify what is most important for students to know and be able to do in a 

specific content area. 

• Ensure that the benchmark assessment is accessible, enabling all students to show 

what they know, and does not advantage some students over others. 

• Determine how useful the assessment will be in helping to accomplish intended 

purposes. 

Resource: Benchmark Assessment for Improved Learning: AN AACC POLICY BRIEF 

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED524108.pdf
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Table 3: Universal Assessments: Interims 

Category Summary 

Purpose • An interim assessment is a form of assessment that educators use to determine 

whether students are on track for performing at the proficient level on state 

assessments.  

Frequency • Interim assessments are often administered three times during a school year. 

However, the frequency in which interims are administered may vary 

depending upon the specific assessment tool that is administered. 

What types of 

questions can 

this data 

answer? 

• How will students perform on the state assessment? 

• What proportion of students are at risk of scoring below Proficient on the end-of-

year state assessments? 

• On which content standards are the students performing relatively well (or 

poorly) (for a student, classroom, school, district, or state)?  

• How does this student’s performance compare to the performance of other 

students in the class? 

Tips and 

Considerations 

• Clarify what you hope to learn from this assessment.  

• Determine how the information gathered from this assessment will be used and 

identify action steps that will be taken as a result.   

• Decide what professional learning or support structures need to be in place to 

ensure the action steps are taken and are successful. 

• Discuss how student learning improves as a result of using this interim 

assessment and whether it will improve more than if the assessment was not 

used. 

Resource: The Role of Interim Assessments in a Comprehensive Assessment System  

https://www.edglossary.org/assessment/
https://www.achieve.org/files/TheRoleofInterimAssessments.pdf
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Table 4: Formative (Assessment for Learning) 

Category Summary 

Purpose ● To inform the educator about possible facilitators and barriers to instruction for 

students. 

● To provide actionable feedback to students regarding their learning. 

● To identify appropriate focus for instruction. 

● To inform future lessons and units. 

● To determine the efficacy of Universal Instruction. 

Frequency ● Several times throughout a learning opportunity. 

What types of 

questions can 

this data 

answer? 

● Which students or groups of students need re-teaching and reinforcing of 

concepts? 

● Which students or groups of students need acceleration/enrichment? 

● In which areas are students proficient?  

● What preconceptions/misconceptions do students have about the 

content/concept? 

● How did instruction impact student learning? What could be improved? 

● Where are students on a continuum of proficiency? 

Tips and 

Considerations 

• Teachers and students need to share a common, clear, and accurate 

understanding of learning targets.  

• Formative assessments are targeted at specific skills and content and can be 

personalized for individual students.  

• Formative assessments occur as part of the learning process so adjustments can 

be made immediately or in the near future.  

• Formative assessments can take many forms such as verbal, written, virtual, or 

technology-based.  

• Fidelity of teacher instruction must also be measured. 

• An assessment is not formative if the results are not used to inform instructional 

decisions. 

Resource: The Future of Assessment Practices: Comprehensive and Balanced Assessment 

Systems 

https://www.dylanwiliamcenter.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2020/10/DW02-06-Assessment-Systems-WP-Digital.pdf
https://www.dylanwiliamcenter.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2020/10/DW02-06-Assessment-Systems-WP-Digital.pdf
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Table 5: Summative (Assessment of Learning) 

Category Summary 

Purpose ● To verify learning and confirm what students know, understand, and can do 

relative to state standards or performance indicators. 

● To determine the efficacy of Universal Instruction. 

● To develop and monitor student progress on a personalized learning plan to meet 

proficiencies. 

Frequency ● End of unit, course, semester, year 

What types of 

questions can 

this data 

answer? 

● In which standards do students demonstrate proficiency? 

● Are at least 80% (or other local benchmark) of students demonstrating 

proficiency? 

● Which students or groups of students need re-teaching and reinforcing of 

concepts? 

● Which students or groups of students need acceleration/enrichment? 

● Are there students who were not identified through Universal Screening who 

need intervention or enrichment? 

Tips and 

Considerations 

● Strategies should be developed to extract the relevant information from the 

assessment.  

● Data from summative assessments should be used to inform programmatic 

decisions.  

● Assessments need to adhere to principles of validity and reliability. 

Resource: Baylor University: Summative Assessment 

https://www.baylor.edu/ATL/index.php?id=965148
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Table 6: Diagnostic 

Category Summary 

Purpose ● To investigate and analyze a student’s strengths and challenges. 

● To identify appropriate focus for intervention. 

● To explore the foundational skills/concepts of a content domain more 

comprehensively (math, literacy). 

Frequency ● One time per data cycle or as needed to determine a student’s academic need for 

intervention or instruction. 

● Students with IEPs have a formal (triennial) reevaluation every three years as 

required by IDEA and no more than once a year if requested by the family. 

What types of 

questions can 

this data 

answer? 

● What foundational skill/concept is preventing the student from being successful 

in grade level content/classroom? 

● What prior knowledge does the student bring to the task/assessment?  

● Have the student’s needs changed? 

● Diagnostics in Special Education can help to answer: Is the child a "child with a 

disability" as defined by IDEA? 

Tips and 

Considerations 

● Create a common understanding of foundational concepts and skills. 

● Use valid, research-based, norm-referenced tools to diagnose student need. 

● Calibrate the administration and scoring of diagnostic assessments. 

● Only use diagnostics with students demonstrating a need for closer examination. 

● Gather necessary information regarding teacher implementation of evidence-

based practices. 
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Table 7: Progress Monitoring 

Category Summary 

Purpose ● To measure students’ progress on a skill/concept in a predefined period of time. 

● To determine if students have made sufficient progress to discontinue 

intervention. 

● To determine if a student needs a different or more intensified intervention. 

● To determine if a child with an IEP is making progress on goals and objectives. 

Frequency ● As determined by the student’s IEP team, EST Team, or intervention tool 

(Targeted or Intensive). 

What types of 

questions can 

this data 

answer? 

● What patterns do you notice in the data? 

● What are the obstacles to student learning? 

● Does this intervention meet the needs of this student? 

● What other strategies can be used to support the learner? 

● Is the student learning the skills/concepts needed to meet learning targets 

independently? 

● Does the student need more, less, or a different intervention? 

● Has the intervention made a difference for the child in gaining skills/concepts 

within the child’s classroom environment? 

Tips and 

Considerations 

• If possible, use valid, research-based, norm-referenced tools to monitor progress; 

track student progress over time and across different contexts; and set a growth 

goal for a student based on their current level of performance.  

• The frequency of progress monitoring is determined by the student’s needs and 

progress, which means that monitoring could occur multiple times throughout 

the day, daily, weekly, or monthly. 

• Reference the student’s IEP and review goals and objectives as determined by the 

IEP team. 

• Embedding observation opportunities within the predefined period of time can 

further inform the educator of the student’s progress. 
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