
Foreword

“Oh no! Not more testing! We’re over-tested already!” If this
is your initial reaction to a book about common formative

assessments, I can understand the intensity of your feelings. So let me
put you at ease. You are right. The nation is over-tested, but we are
under-assessed. The distinction is essential, as many schools continue
to engage in summative testing—educational autopsies that seek to
explain how the patient died but offer no insight into how to help the
patient improve. Testing typically happens at the end of the year, is
evaluative in nature, and the feedback is almost always too late to help
either the student or the teacher make meaningful use of the informa-
tion. In fact, if this book advocated more testing, then I would not
be writing the Foreword. Common Formative Assessments provides a
superb antidote to the “over-tested and under-assessed” dilemma.
With the practical advice of career educators and the deep insights of
one of the nation’s premier professional developers, the authors will
help you save time, streamline analysis, avoid unnecessary and point-
less busywork, and, most important, improve student achievement.

Research over the past decade has presented an overwhelming
case in favor of providing feedback to students that is frequent, spe-
cific, and accurate. These findings hold in schools with high and low
levels of students who are in poverty, speaking second languages,
or members of ethnic minorities. In other words, common forma-
tive assessments are essential for all schools, not merely those that
are under pressure to improve academic achievement. Despite this
evidence, I hear every week from educators, parents, and administra-
tors who are reluctant to give students accurate feedback for fear it
will damage student and teacher morale. They hesitate to assess
frequently and instead believe teachers will not have time to teach.
They fail to assess specifically and instead select generic items from a
test bank because they think it will save time. If formative assessment
is to achieve its potential, however, then we must recognize that
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student and teacher morale will soar only when achievement is
genuine and not contrived.

I spend a good deal of time in great schools that use frequent for-
mative assessments, and they are not mind-numbing boot camps but
joyful places where adults and students know they are improving
every day. These schools embrace frequent assessment because, in the
words of one teacher, “If I did not use these assessments, I wouldn’t
know what my students need and what to teach.” They select test
items with care and invest time in creating their own items because
their innate sense of fairness tells them that assessment and curricu-
lum must be linked with precision.

Why are the following pages worthy of your attention? The most
frequent complaint I hear from educators today is, “We don’t have the
time!” This book will help focus your energy and time, identifying
those standards that are most important and that have the greatest
impact on student achievement. Assessments that attempt to address
every standard are doomed to failure and consume enormous quan-
tities of time for students and teachers. But assessments that are
focused on Power Standards allow teachers, students, and educa-
tional leaders to have assessments that are brief, require only a few
minutes of classroom time, and, most important, save teacher and
student time by redirecting instruction in the areas that are most
necessary for each student.

This book will also help you streamline the analysis of formative
assessments. Some schools are wasting enormous amounts of time
by requiring what they call “formative assessments” (or short-cycle
assessments or interim assessments or any number of other labels),
but they waste this investment of time and resources by failure to
conduct an analysis that is meaningful and relevant. Let me be blunt:
formative assessment without formative analysis and instructional
impact is not formative assessment. Assessment without analysis is
like a pathologist conducting an autopsy on the same body over and
over again, with the clueless physician wondering why the patient is
not responding to treatment. The authors use formative assessment
in a relentlessly constructive manner. Their question is not simply,
“How did the students perform?” but rather, “How can we adjust
teaching and learning practices so that we improve student perfor-
mance?” In brief, the authors have provided a useful and practical
guide that helps the reader use assessment for learning.

Finally, let us consider this book in the context of prevailing state
and federal imperatives for student achievement. Is the purpose of
this volume merely to increase test scores, achieve adequate yearly
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progress, and comply with the No Child Left Behind legislation?
While those are clearly sources of pressure for many schools, I would
argue that the purpose of formative assessment is far more important.
In fact, if No Child Left Behind were repealed tomorrow, if every state
standard and testing requirement were terminated, and if teachers
and school leaders were told simply, “Do the right thing,” then I
would nevertheless be an advocate of common formative assessment.
The pages that follow are not about a short-term boost in test scores
nor about mere compliance with external requirements, but about the
moral, professional, and ethical imperatives of fairness, equity, and
learning.

—Douglas B. Reeves
Chairman

Center for Performance Assessment
Englewood, Colorado
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