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About BEST PRACTICES FOR BETTER SCHOOLS™

Best Practices for Better Schools, an online 
publications series developed by the National 
Association of Elementary School Principals 
(NAESP), is intended to strengthen the 
effectiveness of elementary and middle-level 
principals by providing information and 
insight about research-based practices  
that strengthen education. This series  
of publications is intended to inform  
discussion, strategies, and implementation, 
not to imply endorsement of any specific 
approach by NAESP.

About This White Paper
The content of this issue of Best Practices  
for Better Schools is excerpted with permis-
sion from “Which One Is ‘Just Right’?  
What Every Educator Should Know  
About Formative Assessment Systems” by  
Matthew Militello and Neil Heffernan, 
originally published in the International 
Journal of Educational Leadership  
Preparation (Volume 4, Number 3). 

This white paper is a component  
of a partnership between NAESP and  
ASSISTments, a powerful, free web-based 
assessment tool that supports all subjects, 
with a very robust repository of math 
content that teachers can use to write  
or select specific questions to support 
classroom instruction, connect data to 
instruction and student achievement, give 
students immediate feedback, get instant 
reports to help inform instruction and 
delivery, and assign targeted work to each 
student directly. As such it enables principals 
to provide ongoing instructional support  
for teachers, create common assessments 
across an entire grade level or school, use 
data-based formative assessments to track 
student learning, and build benchmarks 
aligned to common-core standards. 
ASSISTments was developed with a federal 
grant from the US Department of Education 
and the National Science Foundation, among 
others, and was developed as a collaborative 
effort between Worchester Polytechnic 
Institute and Carnegie Mellon University. 

NAESP cares about the environment. This 
white paper is only available from NAESP as 
an online document. Readers are encouraged 
to share this document with colleagues.
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Formative Assessment  
Systems: Finding the Right  
Fit for Your School 

K-12 educators need access to reliable 
measures that accurately determine student 
achievement growth between state-level 
assessments. Formative assessments systems 
(FAS) offer educators immediate feedback 
on whether students have learned what their 
teacher intended and how the classroom 
curriculum or learning activities can 
undergo real-time course corrections. 

The demand for formative assessment is 
clear. Schools are employing a variety of FAS 
ranging from “home-grown” tests created by 
teachers to several commercially packaged 
assessment systems costing $12 or more per 
student. But how do school administrators 
find the FAS that meets the unique needs of 
their student population?  

In “Which One is ‘Just Right’? What Every 
Educator Should Know About Formative 
Assessment Systems,” authors Matthew 
Militello and Neil Heffernan provide a 
framework for school leaders who have to 
make important decisions about FAS.

Driving Force(s) Behind Formative 
Assessment
The accountability requirements in the No 
Child Left Behind (NCLB) law and the push 
to better prepare U.S. students to compete 
globally are driving educators’ need to 
improve student performance. International 
assessment results remind us of the gap 

between U.S. students and their international 
peers. NCLB ushered in a new era of 
accountability rooted in the collection, 
analysis, and use of student assessment data 
for educational improvement. 

As a result, school districts and their  
leaders must raise the stakes on educational 
assessments. Beyond using state-level data, 
school leaders are searching for an assess-
ment that can show within-year growth on 
learning objectives, diagnose within-year 
learning needs of students, and predict 
achievement level on the state assessment.

Fit Matters
Militello and Heffernan use the iconic story 
of Goldilocks as an illustration of the school 
administrator’s search for the “just right” fit. 
When contemplating the fit of the FAS for 
their student population, educators’ metrics 
should include both the purpose of the 
assessments (e.g., properties of assessment 
including validity) and the intended uses by 
school educators (e.g., lesson planning).

3



4

Teacher as End User
While most formative assessment systems 
claim utility for classroom teachers, Militello 
and Heffernan assert there is little evidence 
that the right assessment data is being 
provided to them. They highlighted two 
frameworks that help school administrators 
find the right assessment system that meets 
the needs of teachers. 

First, the National Research Council’s 
“assessment triangle” offers anchors of 
assessments including the ability to: 
•	 Diagnose student cognition within a 

specific subject area, 
•	 Conduct student observations that  

elicit responses from students and offer 
evidence of competencies, and 

•	 Make fair and accurate inferences  
about student achievement.

The second framework outlines the  
standard features of meaningful, effective 
use of teacher-level formative assessments: 
•	 Assessments that are linked to a 

curriculum that is aligned with the 
district scope and sequence and state 
curricular benchmarks,  

•	 Assessments that provide timely, 
student diagnostic-level data,

•	 Ability to disaggregate data with other 
datasets (e.g. other student achievement 
data, perceptional data, etc.) and to 
easily access and communicate reports 
with a variety of audiences, and 

•	 Availability of ongoing professional 
development and immediate on-site 
assistance to translate data into 
instructional knowledge.

A Tale of Three Formative  
Assessment Systems
To illustrate why fit matters, Militello and 
Heffernan describe the characteristics of 
three FAS currently available as well as 
analyze the characteristics of each system in 
relationship to the concept of fit.

Northwest Evaluation Association (NWEA) 
Measures of Academic Progress 
NWEA MAP assessments are adaptive, 
online achievement tests.
•	 If a student answers a question  

correct, the test presents a more 
challenging item. 

•	 If the student misses a question,  
MAP offers a simpler item. (The test 
narrows in on a student’s learning level, 
engaging them with content that allows 
them to succeed.) 

•	 All items within each subject area pool 
are calibrated onto a common scale.  
■	 This scaling allows students to be 

placed onto this same scale even 
though they respond to different 
items.  

■	 The common scale also allows for 
analysis of student growth across 
time. 

■	 State-specific item pools are created 
from the “universe” of all MAP items 
so that the pools used for a particular 
state are best matched to the state’s 
curriculum frameworks.

Formative assessment companies aren’t inherently bad. They have 
filled a niche. However, schools and educational policymakers need 
to be better consumers. Schools are searching for an assessment  
that can show within-year growth on learning objectives, diagnose  
within-year learning needs of students, and predict achievement  
level on the state assessment.

Educational Assessments  
of Every Shape and Size 

•	 Large-scale assessments can be  
either criterion-referenced (e.g.,  
NCLB state-level assessments) or  
norm-referenced (e.g., TIMSS,  
NAEP, SAT, ACT). 

•	 Small-scale assessments tend  
to be conducted and analyzed  
at the classroom level and may  
includevaluable qualitative  
understandings of the teachers. 

•	 Formative assessments reside  
in the middle.



5

While most formative assessment systems claim utility for  
classroom teachers, there is little evidence that the right assessment 
data is being provided to them.

Assessment Technology Incorporated’s  
(ATI) Galileo
ATI’s Galileo is a system for building 
benchmark assessments. 
•	 ATI works collaboratively with a  

district to design an assessment system 
that is aligned with local instruction 
and informs curriculum planning. 

•	 ATI has an online Benchmark  
Planner in which the district defines  
the assessment goals, specifies the 
standards to be measured and the 
number of items per standard, and 
reviews preliminary versions of the 
assessments. 

•	 Aggregate level reports can be  
produced at the class, school, and 
district level, and many can be created 
interactively to suit the user’s needs. 

•	 A primary report for the benchmark 
assessments lists and describes all the 
standards (objectives) measured and 
provides an achievement level classifi-
cation for each student for each 
standard.

The ASSISTment System 
The ASSISTment System blends assessment 
and instructional assistance. It allows: 
•	 Teachers to write or select questions,
•	 Students to get immediate useful 

tutoring, 
•	 Teachers to get instant reports to help 

inform their instruction,  
•	 Students to receive individual feedback 

while they are being assessed, and
•	 Teachers to differentiate instruction by 

assigning special problem sets for 
students who needs extra practice, 
allowing students to get practice until 
they reach mastery.

 
Like a human tutor, the ASSISTment System 
breaks an item down to the individual steps 
needed to solve the problem. By tracking 
where students’ understanding ends, the 

system can track the specific components of 
a student’s learning and give teachers data on 
the precise pieces of knowledge students 
have and have not mastered. 

Assessments in Action or Inaction
Militello, Stephen Sireci, and Jason Schweid 
studied the actual use of these three FAS.
•	 The researchers deemed NWEA’s MAP 

most appropriate for use at the 
district-level. 
■	 The data generated by the assessment 

gives district administrators 
longitudinal scores; patterns from 
year-to-year can assist them in their 
decision-making (e.g., professional 
development opportunities). 

■	 However, because the MAP data does 
not generate item-level data reports, 
teachers find little utility  
in its use. 

•	 ATI’s Galileo provides a rich set of 
interim or benchmark assessments that 
school-level educators are able to use to 
monitor student gains on what was 
recently taught. 
■	 This FAS also puts pressure on  

teachers to teach to the curriculum. 
•	 Of the three systems, teachers used only 

one, the ASSISTment System, in a 
real-time, cognitive diagnostic manner.

Which System Best Suits Your  
School’s Needs
The quick answer to the question, “Which 
formative assessment should we use?” is:  
It depends. How educators want to use 
assessment data should guide their decision 
making. But school administrators need to 
be better consumers. Importance must be 
placed on the intended use of FAS and the 
characteristics of the systems must be 
assessed. 

A Collaborative Relationship

Matt Militello and Neil Heffernan’s joint  
work on formative assessment systems grew 
out of a question Militello asked a middle 
school teacher. In conducting a study on FAS  
in Massachusetts, Militello, associate professor 
for Leadership, Policy, and Adult and Higher 
Education at North Carolina State University, 
asked a middle school teacher what assess-
ments the school used to influence practice. 
The answer introduced Militello to Heffernan’s 
work as creator of the ASSISTment System  
and as associate professor of computer  
science at Worcester Polytechnic Institute. 
Both Militello and Heffernan are former  
public school teachers, and Militello is also a 
former middle and high school principal. By 
working together, the professors combined 
their theoretical and practical knowledge to 
examine why fit matters in selecting a FAS.
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The answer to the question, “Which formative assessment should 
we use?” should be: It depends. The utility of a formative assessment 
system is predicated on the end-use. That is, how educators want  
to use assessment data should guide their consumerism in the  
selection of a product.

Role of School Leaders in the  
Decision Making 
School leaders would be well served if they:
•	 Understood the concept of  

assessment fit, 
•	 Build teachers’ capacity to use  

assessments that provide student-level 
diagnostic data,

•	 Provide adequate resources and 
	 support mechanisms, and
•	 Monitor the use of assessment data.

Finding the “right fit” between the purpose 
of an assessment system and the intended 
uses by local educators is an important issue. 
Asking teachers to use data to inform their 
teaching in order to advance student 
achievement requires careful consideration. 
The constant press to use “data” may result 
in the use of any data that is readily available. 

Such misfit leads to inappropriate uses and, 
at worst, to poor pedagogy and student 
confusion. Appropriate uses of formative 
assessment data require local educators to 
develop efficacy toward assessments. 

Militello and Heffernan suggest that this  
is a function of utility (how teachers can 
actually use the data in their practice) and 
outcomes (teachers can see student growth 
as a function of using the data in their 
practice). As school administrators are 
bombarded with more formative assessment 
models, the authors caution educators to 
resist the urge to rally against all tests. Rather 
they encourage educators to develop their 
capacity to discriminate among assessment 
types and embrace, train, and use those 
assessments that are “just right” for our 
students.

The future of FAS looks promising, 
according to Militello and Heffernan, if the 
assessments are technology-based, curricula 
aligned, readily accessible to parents and 
educators, useful to students, and give 
teachers information about what students 
are thinking, how they are learning, and 
strategies they are employing. Only when 
educators find the assessment that is “just 
right” will we be able to feed the practice of 
teachers and improve the achievement of 
students.

Related Links
“Which One Is ‘Just Right’? What  
Every Educator Should Know About 
Formative Assessment Systems”: Review  
the unabridged content related to this  
best practice.

Northwest Evaluation Association: Learn 
more about MAP, or Measures of Academic 
Progress.

Assessment Technology, Incorporated: 
Explore Galileo’s features.

ASSISTments: Examine ASSISTments’ 
offerings.

Assessing Young Children’s Learning and 
Development: Principal magazine article 
from May/June 2011 by Jacqueline Jones 
describes how the process of assessment  
is different from the common perception  
of testing.

Rethinking Teaching and Learning: Principal 
magazine article from March/April 2011 by 
Daniel V. Salaz focuses on a Phoenix school’s 
alignment of curriculum and instruction to 
earn big academic gains. 

Formative Assessment & Standards-Based 
Grading: Robert J. Marzano’s 2009 book is 
available from NAESP. 
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As more and more assessments bombard schools, we should  
not embrace a Luddite mentality, railing against all tests. Rather  
we should develop our capacity to discriminate among assessment  
types to embrace, train, and use those assessments that are  
ww“just right” for our students.
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