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Simply put, balanced assessment means 
recognizing that complex educational 
outcomes, such as critical thinking, 
creativity, communication, and 

collaboration, demand a varied and flexible 
approach to assessment. That flexibility requires 
an appropriate—though not necessarily equal—
balance of conversations, performances, and 
products, described as follows.

• Conversations: As distinct from oral 
presentations, conversations between students 
and between students and teachers provide 
direct insight into students’ thinking and 
depth of understanding. Because conversation 
is unrehearsed and free-flowing, it provides 
evidence of critical thinking as students 
process, analyze, evaluate, and respond to 
differing points of view, possible approaches 
and solutions, differing opinions, and 
competing points of view. The assessor’s role 
is to prompt, listen, respond, and possibly 
record the conversation.

• Performances: These include any and 
all activities in which students actively 
demonstrate one or more competencies. A 
performance may be as simple as reading 

a text passage aloud or as complex as a 
multiday, authentic simulation in which 
students adopt roles and respond to real-
world problems such as climate change, 
a pandemic, or a famine. The assessor, 
whether teacher, peer, or external expert, 
relies on observation as students demonstrate 
targeted competencies.

• Products: These include any and all student-
generated work. Products, often called 
artifacts, may include written work, models, 
artwork, dioramas, and so on. The assessor 
typically collects and marks products.

Balancing assessment may sound simple enough, 
initially. But education’s longstanding default 
to written assessment has caused many grades 
3–12 teachers to be most comfortable assigning, 
collecting, and marking products and far less willing 
to consider using conversations and performances 
as legitimate and rigorous ways to assess 
student learning.

However, students are growing up in a world 
where memorizing lots of things is far less important 
than being able to do a lot of things (Partnership for 
21st Century Learning, 2019). That’s a very simple 
way of saying that in a world where information 

Nothing that we do to, or for, our students is 
more important than our assessment of their 
work and the feedback we give them on it. The 
results of our assessment influence our students 
for the rest of their lives and careers—fine if we 
get it right, but unthinkable if we get it wrong. 
(Race, Brown, & Smith, 2005, p. xi)
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R E B O O T I N G  A S S E S S M E N T14

about anything and everything is a click or tap 
away, competence has become more important than 
encyclopedic knowledge.

Teachers who understand balanced assessment 
ensure they devote appropriate time and energy 
to observing student performances and engaging 
them in conversation as they demonstrate skills, in 
addition to collecting physical artifacts or products 
that reflect their learning. These teachers understand 
that the assessment approach they select at any 
given moment—a performance task, an oral or 
conversational task, or a product—must match 
the type of learning outcomes they teach. Just as 
the driving examiner requires a combination of 
a written test to assess the rules of the road, an 
in-car road test to assess skills, and oral questioning 
to assess understanding and attitude to certify a 
driver as proficient, effective teachers understand 
they must employ a variety of assessment modes 
for the same purpose—to determine student 
proficiency (see figure 1.1). Assessment mode refers 
to the type of strategy a teacher selects to have 
students demonstrate learning: oral communication, 
performance task, or student product. The assessor, 

Figure 1.1: Observation 
is part of the balanced 
assessment to 
certify drivers.

whether teacher or peer, correspondingly listens to, 
observes, or marks the work to provide feedback 
(formative) or a score (summative). Note that scoring 
should be the exclusive responsibility of the teacher.

To help you understand the impact of balanced 
assessment, this chapter highlights how the 
VOCAL approach to assessment supports achieving 
balance and clarifies the roles of observation and 
conversation for different assessment purposes. 
You’ll also explore the role of professional judgment 
in assessment practices, learn about the teacher-
readiness scale, and further explore the benefits 
of balanced assessment. The chapter concludes 
with a series of common questions about balanced 
assessment and key messages to reflect on.

SEE IT SHARE ITSAVE IT ASSESS ITHEAR IT

VOCAL
Source: © 2017 by Plan Teach Assess. Used with permission.
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Balanced Assessment and 
the VOCAL Approach

We have chosen to call this concept of balanced 
assessment VOCAL, an acronym for validating observation 
and conversation when assessing learning. Clearly, we’ve 
selected the VOCAL acronym because it highlights the 
importance of talk to the assessment process: talk between 
student and teacher, talk between students themselves, and 
the talk involving the student, teacher, and parents. That 
said, we advocate a balanced approach to assessment that 
involves an appropriate blend of observation, conversation, 
and student-generated products. Rebooting Assessment 
advocates VOCAL as a way of thinking about and 
implementing assessment processes that are grounded in 
sensitive human communication.

The other main argument we are making is that the best 
way to implement a balanced approach to assessment is 
to make extensive use of digital technology in all forms: 
handheld, laptop, desktop, and more. The power of these 
devices to facilitate communication among stakeholders 
(teachers, students, and parents) and capture and share 
in-the-moment evidence of learning as it occurs is a 
gamechanger for all grade levels. Capturing a conversation 
between two students as they struggle with a real-world 
mathematics problem, recording a student reading at 
key stages of his or her learning, a video recording a 
lively debate about climate change, and so on—these 
are all authentic, in-the-moment demonstrations of 
students’ acquisition of essential skills. Students’ ability 
to demonstrate their grasp of important concepts beyond 
the scope of a written assessment is essential for teachers 
committed to assessing student proficiency. Figure 1.2 
(page 16) illustrates what it looks like for teachers to 
capture students engaged in performance for the purpose of 
balanced assessment. Notice how the camera is capturing a 
record of students’ performance while the teacher is in the 
background using a rubric to capture her own observations. 

Validating Observation 
and Conversation When 

Assessing Learning

VOCAL

SEE IT

SAVE IT

SHARE IT

ASSESS IT

HEAR IT

Source: © 2017 by Plan Teach Assess. 
Used with permission.
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Figure 1.2:  
Ninth-grade 
students 
conduct a novel 
seminar while 
the teacher 
records them.

Source: © 2017 by Plan Teach Assess. Used with permission.

Recognize that capturing evidence of student learning 
in this way doesn’t change based on the grade level. 
Figure 1.3 illustrates how Jackie Clarke, a third-grade 
teacher at Oodenawi Public School in Oakville, Ontario, 
employs a rich blend of conversation, performance tasks, 
and traditional written tasks in order to assess her students’ 
learning. The demonstrations in video 1.1 and video 1.2 
show similar approaches at the secondary level. (Note that 
these links are coded to show just the first forty seconds of 
each video; the complete videos appear in later chapters.)

Video 1.1:  
Diagnostic 
Interview
Watch mathematics teacher 
Jeff Catania conduct a 
one-to-one interview 
with Blake, a ninth-grade 
student who struggles with a 
traditional assessment task.

Source: © 2017 by Plan Teach Assess. Used with permission. 

Figure 1.3:  
Jackie uses conversations and 
performances as part of her 
balanced assessment plan.

Source: © 2017 by Plan Teach 
Assess. Used with permission.
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17Why Is Balanced A ssessment Impor tant?

Video 1.2:  
Summative 
Observation
Watch students in Helen 
Hills’s ninth-grade English 
language arts (ELA) class 
engage in a lively discussion 
of the novel they just read.

Source: © 2017 by Plan Teach Assess. Used with permission. 

Now that you have a taste of what balanced 
assessment can look like, the following sections 
examine four of its benefits: (1) authenticity, (2) 
validity, (3) reliability, and (4) differentiation.

Authenticity
When teachers present students with assessment 

tasks that mimic the world outside of school in 
an authentic way, they typically become far more 
engaged and thus produce better work (McTighe, 
Doubet, & Carbaugh, 2020; Wiggins, 1998). For 
too many students, proxy measures of learning, 
such as written tests and examinations, cause 
anxiety and, consequently, elicit work that does not 
represent student learning. In core subjects, such as 
mathematics and science, particularly at the high 
school level, there has been a historical bias toward 
using secure, time-bound tests to assess learning 
at the end of each unit of study. But how often do 
teachers question their reasons for imposing these 
constraints? For example, why must all students 
complete the test within a strict time limit? Why 
are students prohibited from accessing helpful 
resources? Why are students denied the opportunity 
to consult with peers? The same answer applies to 
all of these questions: to increase reliability. Yes, but 
is it not true that for some, perhaps many students, 
these constraints reduce the validity of the evidence 
gathered? That is to say, while a teacher may be 
intent upon assessing scientific knowledge, he or 

she may, in fact, be gathering more evidence about 
skills associated with efficiency, memorization, and 
anxiety management.

Whether participating in role playing that 
requires social interaction, engaging in a debate 
about climate change, conducting a home audit of 
waste management, or creating and administering 
a survey in the community about public transit, 
students from the early grades through to their 
senior year of high school benefit from authentic, 
performance-based assessment tasks. Although many 
teachers already have their students participate in 
such tasks as learning opportunities, few use such 
tasks for assessment purposes. Many teachers deem 
performance-based assessments too difficult and 
too subjective to assess, as compared to written 
assignments and tests. Traditional performance-
based assessments have relied upon teachers’ 
memory, notes, and subjective first impressions of 
student performance and conversation. However, 
widespread access to smartphones and tablets with 
high-quality cameras means teachers and students 
have in their hands the most powerful assessment 
tools imaginable (see figure 1.4).

Figure 1.4: 
Authentic 
assessment 
tasks engage 
students.

Source: © 2017 by Plan Teach Assess. Used with permission.

The pervasiveness of simple-to-use, handheld 
digital technology means that authentic, 
performance-based assessment can assume its 
rightful position as a legitimate, reliable, valid, and 
engaging way for teachers and students to gather rich 
evidence of essential learning.
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R E B O O T I N G  A S S E S S M E N T18

Validity
Validity refers to the confidence teachers have 

about the inferences they draw from the assessment 
data they gather relative to targeted learning 
standards. When teachers choose to use a written 
test to assess students’ skills or competencies, 
the inferences they draw may be invalid because 
students’ answers are more likely to reflect short-
term memorization of facts and procedures rather 
than proficiency.

Many of the essential skills associated with any 
and all subject areas are only validly assessed by 
either talking to students or observing them as 
they demonstrate their learning. For example, 
if a learning outcome states, “Students will 
investigate the interdependence of plants and 
animals within specific habitats and communities” 
(Ontario Ministry of Education, 2007a), a written 
test or report is of questionable validity because 
the outcome specifically identifies a complex 
competency. Valid assessment of this learning 
outcome demands that students demonstrate it 
by doing, not writing about it. If teachers instead 
create an authentic task that provides students 
with a hands-on opportunity to investigate the 
interdependence of plants and animals within 
specific habitats and communities, they can interact 
with students as they demonstrate learning through 
research and investigation. Similarly, if teachers 
want mathematics students to demonstrate mastery 
of geometry skills (as compared to procedural 
knowledge of geometry), they need to see students 
apply their learning to hands-on, authentic geometry 
problems. And in the humanities, the skills of 
argumentative discourse are only fully visible when 
students are required to defend their position, on the 
fly, in response to an opposing position.

Notice that in each of these examples, the 
preferred assessment context is dynamic. The 
demands on students are in a state of flux, 
requiring agility and flexibility, according to the 
changing circumstances. The very nature of written 

assessment is static since the teacher employs a 
set of predetermined questions. This is not to say 
there is no place for written evidence of learning. 
It is necessary, but on its own, it is insufficient as 
a comprehensive measure of learning, as you read 
in the example of driver certification at the start of 
this chapter.

Reliability
Like validity, reliability is a measure of the 

confidence that teachers feel with respect to 
the conclusions they draw from an assessment. 
However, reliability deals with sampling evidence 
of learning. No assessment can possibly draw upon 
all that has been taught and learned within a given 
instructional cycle. So assessment always involves 
extracting a sample of evidence of learning and then 
extrapolating from that sample to draw conclusions 
about all the learning within the cycle. In attempting 
to balance efficiency with accuracy of conclusions 
about learning, teachers need to determine how large 
the sample of evidence needs to be. 

Understanding the principle of triangulation is one 
way for teachers to increase the reliability of their 
conclusions about students’ learning (see figure 1.5). 
Simply put, teachers should gather at least three 
pieces of evidence of learning to feel confident about 
the conclusions they draw (Cooper, 2010; Davies, 
2011). While you will explore triangulation in more 
detail in chapter 2 (page 34), one way to improve 
balance in your assessment planning is simply to 
ask, “Have I included opportunities for my students 
to do, say, and write?” In other words, as you create 
your long-term assessment plans, aim to have 
students provide evidence of their learning through 
performance-based assessment and conversation as 
well as through written work.

This approach to triangulation is, of course, 
a general guide. For example, many students in 
grades preK–2 may not be able to write. Hence, 
most evidence teachers gather will necessarily 
involve observations and conversations. But for most 
students in most subject areas, presenting them with 
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three different ways to demonstrate their learning enables 
teachers to have greater confidence in the conclusions 
they draw.

Differentiation
For students who struggle with traditional, written 

forms of assessment, having the opportunity to talk about 
their learning or demonstrate their learning by doing can 
dramatically reduce anxiety levels and, therefore, result in 
a more accurate reflection of their learning (Cooper, 2011; 
Wormeli, 2018). In the introduction (page 1), I wrote about 
my brother Vince’s close call getting into medical school 
because he struggled to memorize the mountains of science 
knowledge the examinations demanded at the time. He 
did not receive the benefits of a differentiated approach to 
assessment. By contrast, consider Vince’s daughter, Kate, 
who has dyslexia. When it came time for Kate to take her 
graduation year examinations, her teachers accommodated 
her needs by using oral exams and allowing her to use 
a laptop computer to compensate for her difficulty with 
hand-writing responses to questions. Figure 1.6 illustrates a 
similar approach with a younger student.

Educational research has led to a much deeper 
understanding of the different ways students learn and 
need to be assessed. By ensuring an appropriately balanced 
approach to assessment that includes conversation and 
performance, and by making extensive use of handheld 

Do 

(performance  
tasks)

Observations
Write 

(tests,  
essays,  

projects,  
and  

so on)

Products

Say 

(oral defense,  
conferencing, 

conversations,  
and so on)

Conversations

Figure 1.5: Triangulation 
of assessment.

Figure 1.6:  
Differentiation can be as simple as 
providing a student with a laptop.

Source: © 2017 by Plan Teach 
Assess. Used with permission.
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R E B O O T I N G  A S S E S S M E N T20

and other devices to capture evidence of student 
learning from these forms of assessment, teachers 
can further differentiate assessment based on how 
students best show what they know, understand, and 
can do. In this way, students also feel confident their 
teachers are gaining a far more reliable picture of 
their learning.

A Clear Purpose 
for Assessment

Thus far, we have been discussing balance with 
respect to using a combination of conversational, 
performance, and product-based assessment 
methods. Balance is also of crucial importance 
when planning assessments according to purpose. 
Measuring learning at the end of an instructional 
cycle (summative assessment) has historically 
received much greater attention from both teachers 
and parents than assessments designed to improve 
learning (formative assessment; Chappuis & 
Stiggins, 2020). In my work, I’ve found that asking 
educators to consider different assessment purposes 
in contexts outside of school can help deepen their 
understanding of this distinction. To do that, I 
invite them to consider the figure skater in  
figure 1.7. 

Figure 1.7:  
Who is 
assessing this 
skater affects 
how they assess 
the skater.

This skater is performing at a major international 
competition. A group of judges will score her 

performance, and her composite score will determine 
whether she is on the podium or not at the end 
of the competition. How did our skater make it 
to this level? She worked with her coach, perhaps 
for several years. So who is more invested in the 
skater’s success? The judge or her coach? The coach, 
of course. So what is the purpose of the judge’s 
assessment of the skater? To evaluate the quality of 
her final performance.

What is the purpose of the coach’s ongoing 
assessment? To provide feedback to help her excel. 
What language does the coach use to communicate 
with the skater during practice? Feedback. What 
language does the judge use to communicate his 
evaluation of the skater’s performance? A score. 
Clearly, the coach and judge have very different 
purposes. Hence, they use different language to 
communicate. 

Returning to the context of schools, the challenge 
for teachers is to be both coach and judge! So it is 
essential that teachers be crystal clear themselves 
as well as when speaking to students and their 
parents about which hat—coach or judge—they 
are wearing, when. This leads us to the need to 
clarify our assessment purpose before we set students 
to work. 

In the following sections, you’ll examine several 
components that lead to having a clear purpose for 
assessment. We start with a focus on terminology, 
as there is no common understanding between 
teachers, students, and parents of an assessment’s 
purpose without shared understanding of the 
language of assessment.

Reviewing Assessment 
Terminology

The different terms educators use when talking 
about assessment can cause a great deal of confusion 
among colleagues, students, and parents. Similarly, 
the language educators use to convey what they 
are assessing can vary, particularly from region to 
region. For example, many school districts focus 
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21Why Is Balanced A ssessment Impor tant?

on the language of standards, essential learning, 
learning targets, and so on. Others might use learning 
intentions and success criteria. For the purposes of 
this resource, we use the following definitions for 
frequently used terms and concepts.

• Learning standards: The knowledge, 
concepts, skills, and competencies students 
are expected to acquire; usually, a state or 
province authors the learning standards, and 
they are applicable to all districts and schools.

• Learning intentions or goals: The specific 
knowledge and skills students are expected to 
acquire, as derived from learning standards; 
they are often expressed in student-friendly 
language (unlike state- or province-authored 
learning standards).

• Success criteria: The specific measurable and 
observable indicators of learning that students 
are expected to demonstrate 

• Diagnostic (initial or pre-) assessment: To 
assess skills, knowledge, and understanding 
prior to instruction

• Formative assessment: To inform learning 
during the instructional process; this includes 
both assessment for and as learning.

• Common formative assessments: Team-
designed assessments to assess progress 
toward learning targets, often across a grade 
level or course

• Summative assessment: To assess learning at 
the end of an instructional period

• Assessment as learning: Student-monitored 
assessment to enable progress toward specific 
learning goals

• Assessment for learning: To inform learning 
during the instructional process

• Assessment of  learning: To assess learning 
at the end of an instructional period

Notice that the definitions for formative assessment 
and assessment for learning are the same, as are the 

definitions for summative assessment and assessment of 
learning. This is deliberate because, respectively, these 
processes align.

Acknowledging that differences in assessment 
terminology can overwhelm teachers, we suggest 
using the following three questions to guide 
decisions about an assessment’s purpose.

1. Is the assessment diagnostic, formative, 
or summative?

2. Who is the primary user of the resulting 
assessment data? Teachers? If so, which 
teachers? The context changes when 
it’s a student’s current teacher or a 
subsequent grade- or course-level teacher, 
an administrator, and so on. Are the 
primary users students and parents? An 
employer? Again, the context for putting 
assessment data to use changes based on 
the stakeholder.

3. What kind of data do the primary users 
need? Do they need feedback? Do they 
need information about whether students 
have met specific success criteria on a 
rubric? Do they need a summative score?

Given that assessment designed to promote 
learning “is the single most powerful tool we have 
for both raising standards and empowering lifelong 
learners” (Broadfoot, Daugherty, Gardner, & 
Gipps, 1999, p. 2), assessment for learning should be 
where educators put most of their time and energy. 
Assessment for learning includes both diagnostic 
assessment (also called initial or preassessment) and 
formative assessment.

Using Conversations 
and Performances for 
Diagnostic Assessment

For teaching to be effective, teachers at all grade 
levels need to take the time to conduct an initial 
diagnostic assessment to determine students’ current 
levels of knowledge and skill. Teachers must then 
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R E B O O T I N G  A S S E S S M E N T22

use the information they gather through such 
assessment to determine students’ strengths and 
needs, make decisions about grouping students, 
ascertain the appropriateness of resources, and make 
decisions about starting points for instruction. Let’s 
consider, for example, common practice in primary-
grade language arts at the beginning of September. 
To assess students’ current reading skills, a teacher 
conducts a brief reading conference (perhaps five to 
ten minutes) with each student during the first week 
of the term (see video 1.3).

Video 1.3:  
Diagnostic 
Interview
Jackie conducts a 
diagnostic conversation 
with a third-grade student 
to establish goals for 
reading improvement.

Source: © 2017 by Plan Teach Assess. Used with permission. 

Each conference might begin with an informal 
chat to assess the student’s attitude toward reading 
and his or her current reading habits. The teacher 
may then have the student read a brief grade-level 
text. We suggest having at least two other texts 
available—one above grade level and one below—
that you can turn to should the student demonstrate 
his or her reading skills are above or below the grade-
level text.

It is just as important for teachers at the high 
school level to take the time to conduct diagnostic 
assessment before instruction begins. Many students 
enter high school reading far below grade level, 
and unless reading skill deficits are identified and 
addressed early, the effects of being unable to absorb 
high school–level content will accumulate over 
time, often with dire consequences. Teachers of all 
subject areas should become familiar with the Cloze 
Procedure (Ellington, 1981), which is an efficient 

assessment method for determining the match 
between core text materials and students’ current 
levels of reading proficiency. The process requires 
the teacher to select a paragraph of text and delete 
every fifth word. The assessor then requires students 
to insert missing words, either with no suggestions 
provided (basic Cloze) or from an available list of 
words (modified Cloze). This quickly administered 
assessment provides teachers with essential 
information, both with respect to students’ prior 
content knowledge and their knowledge of grammar 
and syntax.

Using Conversations and 
Performances for Formative 
Assessment

Mary James (2017) of the University of Cambridge 
writes that formative assessment and assessment 
for learning focus on “what is revealed about where 
children are in their learning, especially the nature 
of, and reasons for, the strengths and weaknesses 
they exhibit. Formative judgements are therefore 
concerned with what they might do to move 
forward” (p. 4). James (2017) cites the Assessment 
Reform Group (2002) when defining assessment for 
learning: “Assessment for Learning is the process of 
seeking and interpreting evidence for use by learners 
and their teachers to decide where the learners are in 
their learning, where they need to go and how best 
to get there” (p. 4). 

Depending on the behaviors and maturity of your 
class, much of the formative evidence of learning 
can be gathered by students working with peers, 
capturing evidence of each other’s learning using a 
tablet or smartphone (see figure 1.8). 

In video 1.4, Holly Moniz’s eighth-grade students 
use peer assessment to improve their work. They 
perform a draft version of their infomercial in front 
of the class. Holly records the performance on each 
group’s tablet while the rest of the class assesses 
the performance using an online peer-assessment 
checkbric (combination rubric and checklist). Each 
group then views the recording of their draft 

C
opyright ©

 2022 by Solution Tree Press. All rights reserved. D
o not duplicate, em

ail, or post electronically.



performance while, at the same time, reading what their 
peers have said on the checkbric. Groups then discuss how 
they need to change their infomercials prior to Holly’s 
summative assessment. See chapter 5 (page 104) for a 
complete case study of Holly’s approach. 

Your own gathering of formative evidence may occur 
informally, on the fly, while students engage in learning 
tasks (see figure 1.9). For example, if students are working 
in small groups on a science project, move from group to 
group and ask key questions of individual students to reveal 
their depth of understanding. You might ask, “Why did 
you choose to make your observations over several days?” 
or “How do you know whether the solution was saturated?”

Figure 1.9:  
Holly provides 
in-the-moment 
feedback to 
students.

Source: © 2017 by Plan Teach Assess. Used with permission. 

Figure 1.8:  
Students engaging in 
online peer assessment.

Video 1.4: Group 
Infomercial Task
Holly’s eighth-grade students use peer 
assessment to improve their work 
while creating an infomercial they 
will later perform for the class. 

Source: © 2017 by Plan Teach 
Assess. Used with permission. 
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Using Conversations 
and Performances for 
Summative Assessment

Gathering evidence of learning for summative purposes 
involves certifying students’ proficiency and understanding 
according to clear performance standards. In the immortal 
words of the late Grant Wiggins, teachers will use such 
evidence to “convict students of learning” (G. Wiggins, 
personal communication, November 1993). In other words, 
the burden of proof for what students learned is higher 
than when assessing diagnostically or formatively.

 Remember, summative assessment involves certifying 
the proficiency of students with respect to learning 
intentions at the end of an instructional period. Well-
designed summative assessment tasks embed the broad, 
overall learning outcomes that represent essential learning 
in a given strand. The level of performance a student 
demonstrates on a summative assessment will indicate 
whether or not that student is prepared to handle 
similar work at the next grade level. As such, summative 
assessment involves higher stakes than other forms of 
assessment. To return to a previous analogy, summative 
assessment is the equivalent of the in-car road test required 
for driver certification. Too often, in the middle and senior 
grades, summative assessment takes the form of secure, 
timed, and written tests—an assessment method that 
places many students at risk. The VOCAL approach sees 
teachers exploring alternatives to this format.

For example, Stephanie Girvan teaches mathematics 
at Dr. Frank J. Hayden Secondary School in Burlington, 
Ontario. Many of the students in her eleventh-grade 
workplace mathematics course struggle with the work and 
have significant gaps in their mathematics learning. As a 
result, Stephanie finds being flexible in her approach by 
offering students the option of an oral final assessment 
provides deeper insights into students’ acquired learning 
(see video 1.5).

It’s About Time
When asked whether the changes 
she made to her assessment 
routines take more time, Holly 
Moniz (personal communication, 
October 22, 2016) explains:

[Observational formative 
assessment] involves a shift away 
from being focused on assessment 
of learning as tangible products. 
Educators can instead reimagine 
triangulation of observations and 
conversations with student work. 
So it’s not about adding time but 
rather reallocating it and leveraging 
technology to maximize efficiency.

Google Apps for Education programs, 
such as Google Keep, Google Docs 
voice notes, Google Forms, or 
rubrics in Google Classroom can 
all be set up to capture in-the-
moment assessment. Although these 
programs take time to learn at first, 
once they are up and running, it is 
very quick to include a snapshot of 
learning within each. For example, 
with a Google Keep hashtag for 
each student, a teacher can write a 
quick digital sticky note capturing 
a conversation. This can be added 
to a digital portfolio collection of 
photos, videos, and sticky notes for 
this child—essentially created on 
the go during assessment moments. 
When it’s time to determine a grade, 
the teacher can simply open up the 
linked hashtag for the student, and 
every documented piece completed 
for him or her throughout the year 
will come up. Say goodbye to chasing 
around loose paper and hello to a 
more balanced assessment portfolio!
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Video 1.5: A 
Flexible Approach 
to Summative 
Assessment
Stephanie uses a  
conversation-based format 
to summatively assess a 
student in a workplace 
mathematics course.

The Role of Professional 
Judgment

You may notice in video 1.5 that Stephanie finds 
it necessary to probe the student’s knowledge and 
understanding in ways unique to that student. This is 
a professional judgment call on her part (Allal, 2013), 
meaning Stephanie must rely upon her own knowledge 
base with respect to the mathematics involved, her 
specific experience in working with each of her students, 
and her understanding of sound assessment practice to 
ensure that the evidence of learning she gathers meets 
acceptable standards of reliability and validity. In this 
example, Stephanie’s approach has the potential to reduce 
the reliability of the information she gathers relative to 
other students in the class who participate in a more 
conventional written assessment. To control for this 
potential source of bias, Stephanie has at her fingertips 
a standard set of prompts that she uses when the need 
arises. She keeps a record of which prompts she uses with 
each student since these represent scaffolding required 
to elicit student responses. Her grading will reflect the 
amount of scaffolding required for each student. There 
are no hard-and-fast rules about how much or how little 
a teacher should prompt a student. Teachers must strike 
the appropriate balance between expecting the student to 
respond independently and providing nudges when they 
suspect students understand the material but require some 
prompting (see figure 1.10, page 26). Ultimately, especially 
in the senior grades, teachers should expect students to 

Whereas U.S. tests rely 
primarily on multiple-
choice items that evaluate 
recall and recognition 
of discrete facts, most 
high-achieving countries 
rely largely on open-
ended items that require 
students to analyze, apply 
knowledge, and write 
extensively. Furthermore, 
their growing emphasis 
on project-based, inquiry-
oriented learning has 
led to an increasing 
prominence for school-
based tasks, which 
include research projects, 
science investigations, 
development of 
products, and reports 
or presentations about 
these efforts. (Darling-
Hammond & McCloskey, 
2008, p. 264)
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demonstrate proficiency on essential learning with 
little or no support. (Note that support refers to 
subject-based knowledge, understanding, and skills. 
Students with identified special learning needs may 
expect to receive accommodations—for as long 
as necessary.)

Figure 1.10:  
Stephanie’s 
assessment 
protocol 
for an oral 
mathematics 
exam.

Pause and Reflect

• What are the possible advantages of 

conducting a summative interview 

instead of a written test?

• What do you see as the implications 

of using summative interviews with 

respect to determining final grades and 

reporting to parents?

What Is Being Assessed?
In discussions with teachers and school 

administrators over many years, we’ve noticed they 
often use the terms growth, progress, and achievement 
interchangeably. These are, in fact, three distinctly 
different ways to summarize student learning 
(Wiggins, 1998).

1. Growth: Growth is a measure of 
change over the elapsed time. It requires 
at least two data points: (1) before 

instruction begins and (2) at the end 
of an instructional cycle. However, 
while teachers may compare growth 
to normative trends such as a growth 
continuum for reading skills acquisition, 
there is not a specific and firm expectation 
with regard to how much change occurs 
by the end of the instructional cycle. (For 
that, see progress.) Think of measuring the 
growth of the human body where, except 
in cases of a height requirement (such as 
when accessing an amusement park ride), 
whatever height an individual attains, 
others deem acceptable.

2. Progress: Assessing progress is different 
from growth in that although progress 
also requires at least two data points 
(again, pre- and post-instruction), teachers 
measure the change over time according to 
progress toward an expected performance 
level. Think of measuring driving distance, 
when travelers determine progress toward 
a given destination.

3. Achievement: Achievement is simply 
a single measure of performance at a 
moment in time. Unlike measures of 
growth and progress, achievement is 
not concerned with change over time 
as a result of instruction. It is common 
for grades at different reporting periods 
throughout the academic year to simply be 
discrete measures of achievement. One of 
the most harmful consequences of schools 
focusing exclusively on achievement is that 
students, teachers, and especially parents 
come to believe there are A students, B 
students, and C students. Since such labels 
become inextricably linked with levels of 
motivation and self-esteem, they can lead 
to fixed mindsets of everyone involved.
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In early childhood contexts, given preschoolers 
of differing backgrounds and home experiences, 
teachers often use growth continua to allow for 
the wide variation in prior knowledge and skills 
that children bring to school. These continua, 
which chart the typical path very young students 
demonstrate as they acquire essential skills, allow 
for a wider range of performance within a given 
grade. The VOCAL approach advocates gathering 
evidence of student growth over time by engaging in 
conversations and observing performances with these 
young learners and their parents.

SEE IT SHARE ITSAVE IT ASSESS ITHEAR IT

VOCAL
Source: © 2017 by Plan Teach Assess. Used with permission.

It is common and acceptable practice for measures 
of growth to merge with measures of progress over 
time as children move from the primary grades 
(preK to grade 3) into the junior grades (4–6). This 
is a necessary transition since school systems are 
predicated on the expectation that most students 
will reach essential benchmarks within a specified 
period of time in core areas such as language arts, 
mathematics, science, and the social sciences. For 
example, students are expected to progress toward 
clearly identified levels of reading proficiency by 
the end of specified grade levels. That said, in 
conversations with parents throughout the year, and 
particularly following a reporting period, teachers 
should focus discussions on students’ visible learning 
gains over time relative to learning intentions. 
Doing so will go some way toward challenging the 
mindset among some educators that a student is 
born “bright,” “average,” or “dull” or the mindset of 
a parent who insists, “This grade can’t be right. My 
child is an A student.” 

The Teacher- 
Readiness Scale

Consider for a moment your current comfort level 
in terms of balanced assessment and using digital 
technology to assess student learning. If you haven’t 
approached assessment in this way up to this point, 
the kinds of changes to your practice this resource 
presents may represent a significant challenge. 
Hence, we have differentiated implementation 
options based on your current familiarity with 
balanced assessment and the use of digital 
technology for assessment purposes. The Teacher-
Readiness Scale in figure 1.11 (page 28) identifies the 
following four levels of skill and familiarity.

1. Curiosity: I’m curious to learn about. . . .

2. Commitment: I’m taking steps and 
beginning to. . . .

3. Capacity: I’m building on my knowledge 
and skills for . . . .

4. Confirmation: I’m proficient at and 
helping others to. . . .

You can apply these levels collaboratively as you 
interact with your teaching colleagues, citing personal 
examples of what you are trying in the classroom (see 
figure 1.12, page 29). Examine the complete teacher-
readiness scale in figure 1.11 to identify your current 
skill and knowledge levels with respect to balanced 
assessment. You may wish to print a copy of the scale 
and highlight the indicators that best match where 
you are. Expect to find yourself confident in some 
areas and less confident in others.

As you progress through this resource, you will 
find the Shift and Share feature that suggests actions 
and implementation strategies. These are matched 
to the four levels on the teacher-readiness scale to 
help you select an appropriate level of challenge for 
you and your colleagues. Be sure to view your place 
on the scale as dynamic, moving yourself from one 
level to the next as you gain confidence and hone 
your skills.
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Curiosity
“I’m curious to learn 
about . . .”

Commitment
“I’m taking steps and 
beginning to . . .”

Capacity
“I’m building on my 
knowledge and skills 
for . . .”

Confirmation
“I’m proficient at, and 
helping others to . . .”

Why should I 
balance the way 
I assess student 
learning?

Why observations of 
student performance 
and evidence from 
conversations might 
improve the quality 
and effectiveness of my 
assessment practice

Explore ways to use 
observations of student 
performance and evidence 
from conversations as part 
of my assessment practice

Using observations of 
student performance 
and evidence from 
conversations as part of 
my assessment practice

Use student observations 
and conversations to 
improve the quality and 
effectiveness of their 
assessment practice

How can digital 
technology help?

Why technology may 
or may not have a role 
in my assessment of 
student performances 
and conversations

Collaborate with colleagues 
who have more expertise 
to learn to use technology 
to capture evidence of 
student performance and 
conversation

Using technology to 
capture evidence of 
student performance and 
conversation

Use technology to gather, 
share, and manage 
evidence of observations 
and conversations

How do I plan 
balanced 
assessment?

Developing assessment 
plans that include 
observations and 
conversations

Develop assessment plans 
that include evidence 
from observations and 
conversations

Developing assessment 
plans that reflect an 
appropriate balance 
of written, oral, and 
performance evidence

Design assessment plans 
that include a purposeful 
balance of written, 
oral, and performance 
evidence

How do I assess 
learning using 
balanced 
assessment?

At least one simple 
way to gather evidence 
through observations 
and conversations

Gather evidence of learning 
through observations and 
conversations

Gathering evidence 
through observations 
and conversations 

Gather, share, and 
involve students in 
assessing evidence 
through observations 
and conversations

How do I use 
digital technology 
to implement 
balanced 
assessment?

How to watch and 
assess student 
performances or 
interviews live without 
technology

Allow students to use 
technology to capture 
evidence of their learning

Using cloud technology 
to capture, share, and 
manage evidence of 
students’ learning

Use technology in 
a variety of ways to 
capture evidence of 
students’ learning

How do I support 
students in 
curating and 
sharing their own 
learning using 
digital evidence?

How to help students 
capture evidence 
from observations 
and conversations to 
improve communication 
with teachers and 
parents about their 
learning

Require students to select 
and review evidence 
from observations and 
conversations to improve 
communication with 
teachers and parents about 
their learning

Supporting students 
in presenting and 
sharing evidence from 
observations and 
conversations to improve 
communication with 
teachers and parents 
about their learning

Enable students to 
become independent 
and effective assessors 
of their own learning 
and communicating 
this to others through 
ePortfolios

How do I use 
balanced 
assessment to 
improve learning?

How to use evidence 
from observations and 
conversations with 
students to help them 
improve their learning

Use evidence from 
observations and 
conversations with students 
to help them improve their 
learning

Using evidence from 
observations and 
conversations with 
students to help them 
improve their learning

Use evidence from 
observations and 
conversations with 
students to help them 
improve their learning

How do I 
communicate 
about learning 
using digital 
evidence?

How to use evidence 
from observations 
and conversations 
to improve my 
communication with 
parents about their 
children’s learning

Use evidence from 
observations and 
conversations to improve 
my communication with 
parents about their 
children’s learning

Using evidence from 
observations and 
conversations to improve 
my communication with 
parents about their 
children’s learning

Use evidence from 
observations and 
conversations to improve 
their communication 
with parents about their 
children’s learning

Figure 1.11: The Teacher-Readiness Scale.

Visit go.SolutionTree.com/assessment for a free reproducible version of this figure.
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Figure 1.12:  
Collaboration 
is key to 
implementing 
change.

Questions About 
Balanced Assessment

The following sections address common questions 
we hear from teachers about balanced assessment.

What Are Students and 
Teachers Saying About 
Balanced Assessment?

During our work with those teachers who have 
embraced the use of conversation and performance-
based assessment, along with the use of digital 
technology for capturing evidence of learning, we 
have observed the following common key features.

• A sense of excitement, enthusiasm, and joy 
of learning that is apparent among both 
students and teachers

• Deep levels of engagement with the work, 
from primary classrooms through to senior 
high school, as evidenced by time on task, 
perseverance, and self-efficacy

• An almost complete absence of discipline 
problems within the classroom

Our hope is that by reading Rebooting Assessment, 
an ever-increasing number of educators will be able 
to learn from the teachers and students featured 
and, thereby, share in these positive changes. View 

video 1.6 to listen to students and teachers talk 
about the value of assessment through observation 
and conversation.

Notice from video 1.6 that using conversations 
and performance-based observations impacts both 
Jackie and her students. You see and hear students 
affirm, “It’s just a better way. I am more of an oral 
person” and, “I like it because you kind of like get a 
chance to discuss it first and figure out what you are 
going to say” (Rebooting Assessment, 2021a). Jackie 
affirms these sentiments when she says:

Kids have so much to share. When it 
comes to pencil and paper, they only 
give me a limited amount, and I just 
feel that there is so much more inside 
of kids that we can tap into if we just 
ask, and we talk and share. (Rebooting 
Assessment, 2021a)

Video 1.6:  
The Value of the 
VOCAL Approach
Students and teachers 
discuss the value of 
balanced assessment.

Source: © 2017 by Plan Teach Assess. Used with permission. 

Jackie further details how much more she learns 
from her students than she would from using only 
a pencil-and-paper assessment, as students feel 
compelled to explain their thinking in more detail 
instead of just writing a quick sentence or two that 
don’t convey their full understanding. Jackie sums 
up the experience best by saying:

I just feel that when you look at those 
couple of sentences they wrote to you, 
there is some great stuff in there, of 
course. But have the kids defended 
it? Could you prompt further? Were 
there directions I could have taken 
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What is your current level of familiarity with balanced assessment? Self-assess using the following section of the 
teacher-readiness scale. Consider taking one step to the right of where you are comfortable as a next step for your 
practice.

Curiosity
“I’m curious to learn 
about . . . .”

Commitment
“I’m taking steps and 
beginning to . . . .”

Capacity
“I’m building on 
my knowledge and 
skills for . . . .”

Confirmation
“I’m proficient 
at, and helping 
others to . . . .”

Why should 
I balance the 
way I assess 
student 
learning?

Why observations of 
student performance 
and evidence from 
conversations 
might improve 
the quality and 
effectiveness of my 
assessment practice

Explore ways to 
use observations of 
student performance 
and evidence from 
conversations 
as part of my 
assessment practice

Using observations of 
student performance 
and evidence from 
conversations 
as part of my 
assessment practice

Use student 
observations and 
conversations 
to improve the 
quality and 
effectiveness of their 
assessment practice

Commitment-Level Application

Initiate a chat with teachers in your school about balanced assessment. How much do they value formative assessment 
compared to summative assessment? What practices do they currently use that rely on observations of performance 
and conversation to assess learning?

Capacity-Level Application

Review the classroom video clips in this chapter, and decide what strategies other teachers use that you could 
incorporate into your own practice. What changes or adjustments would you make to suit your curriculum 
and students?

Confirmation-Level Application

Invite colleagues, either in person or online, to join you in researching ways to make greater use of assessment through 
performance observation and conversation in your classrooms. Commit to sharing your collective learning over the 
course of a term and using that acquired knowledge to further improve your use of balanced assessment.

Figure 1.13: Shift and Share—Balanced assessment readiness.

Visit go.SolutionTree.com/assessment for a free reproducible version of this figure.

their learning? I just feel that with tests 
and short-answer questions, they give 
you an answer for sure, you can get a 
mark for the report card, but it doesn’t 
help you develop your kids. (Rebooting 
Assessment, 2021a)

To help you assess your own perspective on 
balanced assessment, use the Shift and Share in 
figure 1.13 to determine next steps. Note that this 
and similar figures omit a curiosity-level application 
as all teachers can begin from this stage without 
additional guidance.

Why Is Technology Such a 
Game Changer?

The increasing availability of camera-ready 
devices provides a solution to a problem that has 
hindered assessment reform for years—the perceived 
subjectivity of performance-based assessment. Using 
video capture, teachers and students can quickly 
and easily create a permanent in-the-moment digital 
record of growth,  progress, or achievement that is 
simple to store, review, reassess, and share with all 
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stakeholders, from colleagues to students and parents. 
(You’ll learn more about this in chapter 6, page 126.) For 
example, a teacher might use her tablet to capture brief 
samples of each student reading at key points during the 
school year in order to track progress toward learning 
intentions, adjust her instructional plans as needed to 
support each student’s unique needs, and share with 
parents their child’s learning (see figure 1.14).

Figure 1.14: 
Jackie conducts 
a reading 
conference 
and captures 
it on a tablet.

Source: © 2017 by Plan Teach Assess. Used with permission. 

How Do I Convince Parents of the 
Value of Balanced Assessment?

Think about how pervasive assessment through 
observation is in our lives outside of school. Maybe you 
play golf? If so, I’ll bet lessons you’ve taken involved video 
analysis of your swing. Have you been to a hockey, football, 
or soccer game lately? Rest assured, the coaches and players 
spent hours viewing video footage of previous games to 
help improve the team’s play. Even the Royal Conservatory 
of Music in Toronto, Ontario, makes extensive use of 
student video performance, both to instruct and to 
celebrate excellence. 

These everyday examples can help parents come to 
appreciate the potential of using video in schools to observe 
and digitally capture a student’s performance and then 
provide feedback to support subsequent performance 
improvements. Share with parents these examples, and then 
ask, “So why wouldn’t we use video in school to let you see 
your child’s learning as it occurs?”

The important thing is 
not to assume that we 
have to forget everything 
that is known about 
assessment and feedback 
just because we now have 
technology. . . . What 
we know about validity, 
reliability, transparency 
and authenticity of 
assessment still applies. 
We have to . . . uphold 
all of those values, 
but also use the new 
tools appropriately. 
(Joint Information Systems 
Committee [JISC], 2020, p. 55)
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And what about conversation? When teachers listen to 
students engaged in conversations related to their learning, 
they literally see into students’ thinking. They learn about 
students’ levels of understanding, their misconceptions, 
their tolerance for other perspectives and points of view, 
their ability to listen to and build on the ideas of others, 
and their ability to answer questions. Note all this to 
parents, and ask, “Will a written test enable me to see your 
child’s ability to demonstrate these things?”

It’s also worth reflecting on the idea that the younger the 
students, the easier it typically is for teachers to convince 
parents about the value of assessing based on conversations 
and performances. When students haven’t yet acquired 
foundational reading and writing skills, parents expect 
teachers to use conversation and performance-based 
observation in assessing growth and progress. The challenge 
is to convince parents of older children that balanced 
assessment is valid, reliable, and essential in all grades. 
More on that issue in chapter 6 (page 126). You’ll also find 
a sample parent communication explaining the benefits of 
balanced assessment in the appendix (page 153).

It’s About Time
At this point in your reading, 
you may be thinking, “All 
these changes will surely add 
to the time I already spend 
on assessment.” But as Holly 
commented earlier, rather than 
more time for assessment, 
consider a balanced approach 
to assessment as reallocation 
of time. For example, many 
teachers believe they are the 
only assessors in the classroom. 
But by making effective use 
of recording devices, teachers 
empower students to become 
highly effective self-assessors 
of their own learning (Van 
der Kleij, Adie, & Cumming, 
2017). Teachers should aim 
to have all students become 
reliable, autonomous assessors 
of their own performance 
and independent adjusters of 
their own performance. Doing 
so can dramatically reduce 
the time teachers spend on 
assessment and remediation. 
Furthermore, by pairing 
recording technology with 
increasing access to high-quality 
software and apps for sharing, 
reviewing, and discussing 
(including communicating 
feedback and grades), those 
recordings mean a critical piece 
for using conversations and 
performances with students for 
assessment purposes is in place.
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Key Messages
As you reflect on this chapter, we urge you to focus on the following  
key messages.

1. As educators prepare students for life beyond school, they must be willing to 
examine how assessment practices need to change in order to provide students 
with the information they need to deepen learning and improve communication 
with parents about what their children are learning.

2. A balanced approach to assessment includes gathering evidence of learning 
by observing students as they demonstrate skills and engaging them in 
conversation to assess understanding, as well as collecting written work and 
other learning products.

3. Balanced assessment also means that teachers achieve an appropriate blend 
of diagnostic, formative, and summative assessment data to differentiate 
instruction, maximize learning, and certify proficiency at the end of an 
instructional cycle.

4. Triangulation is a crucial guiding principle when planning a balanced approach to 
assessment.

5. Determining your own comfort level with balanced assessment and technology is 
an essential first step to implementation.

6. The benefits of balanced assessment include greater authenticity, validity, 
reliability, and differentiation.

7. Smartphones and tablets are your most valuable tools when implementing 
balanced assessment.

8. Some parents may need convincing that balanced assessment is more effective 
than traditional forms of assessment.

C
opyright ©

 2022 by Solution Tree Press. All rights reserved. D
o not duplicate, em

ail, or post electronically.




