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(2010); and Evaluating America’s Teachers: Mission Possible? (2013, Corwin). He 
encourages purchase of these books because he regards their semi-annual 
royalties as psychologically reassuring.

In 1968, Dr. Popham established IOX Assessment Associates, an R&D 
group that formerly created statewide student achievement tests for a dozen 
states. He has personally passed all of those tests, largely because of his unlimited 
access to the tests’ answer keys.
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preface

Educational Assessment in Flux

Perhaps you have heard the ancient Chinese curse, May you live in an interesting 
time! Perhaps you haven’t.

Well, I can definitely tell you where and when I first heard this curse—and 
how puzzled I was by its meaning. The year was 1961, and I was a rookie assistant 
professor at San Francisco State College. A campuswide speech was to be delivered 
by Robert Maynard Hutchins, an educational celebrity of that era. Hutchins was 
the founder of the Great Books Movement and had been the youngest-ever chan-
cellor of the University of Chicago.

It was a simply marvelous speech—so fine, in fact, that I subsequently ob-
tained an audiotape of the address and played it often in my classes. Hutchins 
opened his address with the following sentence: “Perhaps you have heard the an-
cient Chinese curse, ‘May you live in an interesting time!’”

As I indicated, upon hearing Hutchins’s first sentence, I was immediately per-
plexed by the meaning of this “curse” that I’d never heard before. After all, if the 
time in which one lives is “interesting,” this would seem to be a positive—not a 
negative. What’s interesting is typically better than what’s dull. But then, as 
Hutchins continued, he pointed out that an “interesting time” invariably involves 
changes. Indeed, the more profound the changes, the more “interesting” the time. 
And changes, at least for most of us, cause discomfort. We must accommodate to 
what’s new. Routine, experience-honed approaches no longer work. New, “inter-
esting” times simply bristle with uncertainty. Hutchins was warning his audience 
that education in the United States was entering an era of unprecedented change 
and, as a consequence, U.S. educators should clearly regard themselves as consum-
mately cursed.

Well, if you look at what’s taking place these days regarding this nation’s 
educational assessment, you’ll quickly conclude that we are smack in the middle of 
what is, most certainly, an especially “interesting time.” To illustrate, as the revi-
sion of the classroom-assessment textbook you’re currently reading was nearing 
the finish line, U.S. educators were still perplexed about how to deal with the Com-
mon Core State Standards, a set of curricular aims that, chiefly because of federal 
financial incentives, had been adopted by many, but not all, states. Beyond that, 
two different consortia of states that had set out to create “next generation” as-
sessments to measure students’ mastery of those Common Core State Standards 
were beginning to assess students in many parts of the nation. Because those new 
assessments measured students’ mastery of what were widely regarded as more 
challenging curricular goals, students’ performances on the new consortium-built 

  |  v
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vi  |  Preface

tests were predictably lower than students’ scores on other tests in previous years. 
Finally, Congressional reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Educa-
tion Act of 1965 (ESEA) was long overdue and, although the current version of 
that federal statute—the No Child Left Behind Act—was clearly in need of a seri-
ous re-do, realistic estimates of when Congress might finally get around to reau-
thorizing this law ranged widely.

Yet, because American educators are now coping with assessment events 
that, in concert, constitute a truly “interesting time,” I hope you will be patient 
with a textbook author who must come up with a sensible eighth edition of a class-
room assessment textbook in such a setting. Unlike any of its previous versions, 
this rendition of Classroom Assessment was written in the midst of kaleidoscopic 
confusion about what sorts of assessments are around the corner and what roles 
those assessments are going to play in our schools. This eighth edition of 
Classroom Assessment, I fear, is apt to have been afflicted by a curse—probably 
of Chinese origin.

Formative Assessment in Action

This most recent revision of Classroom Assessment, however, is fundamentally dif-
ferent than its seven predecessors, and that difference stems directly from a phone 
call I received a couple of years ago from my editor, Kevin Davis. It was a phone 
call that seriously mucked up the next two years of my life.

My editor opened with an upbeat inquiry: “We’d like the next edition of 
Classroom Assessment to be digital. Do you have any problem with that?” Having 
always believed in electricity, I had no problem with it at all—especially after Kevin 
described what the possibilities were for a digitally presented textbook. The more I 
considered this new publication strategy, the more enthused I became—for I real-
ized that a digitized eighth edition would make it possible for the book to be re-
vised so it could become an actual incarnation of the formative-assessment pro-
cess. And, even though it took much, much more work to revise the book, that’s 
precisely what this eighth edition of Classroom Assessment is—an exemplification 
of how the formative-assessment process can support learning.

When formative assessment is present, students periodically provide assessment-
elicited evidence that teachers can use to tell if adjustments are needed in their 
instruction or that students can use to tell if adjustments are needed how they’re 
trying to learn. Happily, we now have an impressive collection of empirical evi-
dence indicating the formative-assessment process is a research-ratified way of 
helping both teachers and students become more effective. When you read this 
eighth edition as a student, you should be on the receiving end of formative assess-
ment’s payoffs.

Thus, at the outset of each of this new edition’s 16 chapters, a chief chapter 
outcome has been identified. This outcome is the most significant understanding 
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Preface  |  vii

you should gain from reading the chapter. Then, at the chapter’s conclusion, two 
different self-tests are provided for you to determine how well you have mastered 
that chapter’s chief outcome. (One of these mastery checks employs selected- 
response items, and one calls on you to generate a short constructed-response 
essay.) Having completed a chapter’s two mastery checks, and decided how well 
you achieved the chapter’s chief outcome, you then have three options available to 
you. If you judged that you demonstrated satisfactory mastery of the chapter’s 
chief outcome, you could simply move ahead to the book’s next chapter. If, how-
ever, you performed satisfactorily on the chapter’s two mastery checks—and also 
found the chapter’s content to be particularly fascinating—you could consult the 
array of digital options representing a deeper dig into one or more chapter-related 
issues. Finally, if your performance on one or both of the end-of-chapter mastery 
checks suggests that you need to spend more time in pursuit of the chapter’s chief 
outcome, then you can refer to the digitally presented segments constituting another 
take regarding the chapter’s content. In this book’s application of the formative- 
assessment process, as in similar successful applications of formative assessment, it 
is the learner (you) who often uses assessment results to determine what should be 
done next.

Hopefully, reconfiguring the eighth edition of Classroom Assessment into a 
model of the formative-assessment process will have two clear-cut benefits. First, if 
you use each chapter’s mastery checks to decide how well you have attained the 
chapter’s chief intended outcome, you can then benefit by making your next activity 
an evidence-informed choice rather than a data-free conjecture. Second, because 
this new edition represents an attempt to adopt, insofar as a textbook-only  
approach to formative assessment permits—it is anticipated that this modeling may 
incline at least a portion of its teacher-readers to employ some variation of formative 
assessment in their own classes.

Classroom Assessment’s embrace of digitization, as indicated earlier, required 
a far more laborious revision of this book than I had ever undertaken with previ-
ous editions. Yet, I am more optimistic about this new, formatively oriented revi-
sion than I have ever been. I truly hope that you not only like the eighth edition’s 
approach, but that its digitized dazzle works as advertised.

New to This Edition

Given the uncertain nature of tomorrow’s high-stakes assessments and the legal 
requirements regarding how they must be used, I’ve tried to comb through the 
book to make sure that heretofore unequivocal statements about state-level assess-
ments and state-level accountability laws have been suitably softened with dollops 
of uncertainty. The varnish-free truth is that, as I was readying this revision, educa-
tion leaders in a good many states had told me, off the record, they simply had no 
idea about what sorts of state-level assessment programs would be present during 
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viii  |  Preface

the next few years. What, a few years earlier, had been uniform adulation of the 
Common Core State Standards is currently a much more mixed bag of support or 
disdain. Similarly, early optimism had been widely registered regarding the two 
emerging sets of consortium-built tests that would allow American educators to 
gauge students’ mastery of challenging “college and career-ready” content. More 
recently, however, doubts have been voiced by some educators regarding these 
“next generation” assessments.

In mid-2014, three of our nation’s organizations most concerned with educa-
tional measurement released a genuinely significant document—namely, the Stan-
dards for Educational and Psychological Testing. The standards (guidelines) in-
cluded therein describe how education tests should be constructed, evaluated, and 
used. Because the standards in this publication are often relied on to resolve assess-
ment-related courtroom litigation, the tenets set forth in this volume will have a 
profound impact on the way U.S. educational testing takes place in the coming 
years. The most important of these new standards have been incorporated into all 
relevant sections of Classroom Assessment. Given today’s pervasive pressure to 
boost students’ test scores, a number of test publishers are hawking what they 
characterize as “diagnostic tests.” To help teachers understand what’s necessary for 
a diagnostic test to make a meaningful contribution to instruction, a new section 
on instructionally diagnostic testing has been included in Chapter 13. Readers who 
understand what’s needed in a test that is truly diagnostic will be better able to 
choose among an ever-expanding array of supposedly diagnostic assessments. 
Many of today’s allegedly useful diagnostic tests should, regrettably, be sent to a 
shredder. The new section on instructionally diagnostic tests will help readers eval-
uate the merits of commercial or locally developed “diagnostic” assessments.

The “Legacy” Elements of the Book

A number of features in this current edition, as might be expected, are inherited 
from previous renditions of the book. As in past editions, this new version is 
attentive to the instructional payoffs of well-designed classroom tests. Whenever 
I can, I’ve attempted to highlight the implications that testing has on teaching. In 
each chapter, there’s even a section titled But What Does This Have to Do with 
Teaching? In those instances, I spell out the instructional implications of a chap-
ter’s content.

All chapters contain a description of fictitious classroom teachers who must 
make decisions related to one or more of the topics treated in the chapter. These 
are called Decision Time features, and each one concludes with a decision that 
needs to be made by the teacher being described. Readers are then asked to put 
themselves in the place of the teacher and decide how they would proceed. These 
vignettes are intended to set out a series of practical problems squarely on a reader’s 
plate, and then see how readers might munch on them.
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Considerable attention is also given in this eighth edition to an important 
audience for teachers—namely, parents. Teachers often need to explain to parents 
such assessment-related topics as why a child scored a certain way on a standard-
ized test or how a teacher’s classroom exams are related to the grades a child re-
ceives. So, in every chapter, you’ll find a feature titled Parent Talk. In these Parent 
Talk segments, I’ve described a situation in which a teacher needs to explain some-
thing about assessment to parents. I then indicate what I would have said to the 
parents if I had been the teacher in that situation. What I hope readers will do, 
then, is decide how they would have responded had they been placed in this same 
situation. In fact, readers might even say aloud (in private, if they have any sense) 
what they’d tell parents. Teachers who can talk sensibly to parents about assessment-
related concerns will find they’re able to establish more effective rapport with 
parents. Such teachers will get along far better with parents than will teachers who 
convey to parents the idea that assessment is an exotic measurement mystery, well 
beyond the perceptive powers of mere parents.

I realize all too well that most readers are not likely to regard the content of a 
book on assessment as enthralling. For myself, if I had the choice between whether 
I would read an assessment book or a cracking good espionage novel, I’d shove the 
assessment book aside in a millisecond. In recognition of a reader’s likely response 
to the book’s content, I’ve tried to lighten the load with cartoons and an occasional 
dash of levity. If readers don’t find the light style to be acceptable, they are encour-
aged to frown during the funny parts.

MyEducationLab®: Digitalization Does  
Its Dance

Now, to describe how the digital features of the eighth edition work, here are the 
basics of that operation. In the MyEdLab for this book, at the end of each chapter 
you will find three links:

	 	 MyEdLab: Selected-Response Check of Outcome Mastery
	 	 MyEdLab: Constructed-Response Check of Outcome Mastery
	 	 MyEdLab: Learning Outcome Mastery Determination

The first two links take you to interactive mastery checks (one selected-
response and the other constructed-response). Both these mastery checks contain 
feedback that enable you to reach a judgment regarding whether you have mas-
tered the chapter’s chief intended outcome. The following provide examples of the 
two types of Outcome Mastery checks.
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After completing both mastery checks, you will be instructed to go to the 
third link—Learning Outcome Mastery Determination, where you will decide 
whether you have mastered the chapter’s intended outcome or whether you need 
further study. If you believe that you have not mastered the chapter’s chief out-
comes, you are not directed to re-read the chapter. Instead, new explanations are 
provide in Another Take segments. If, based on how well you did on the mastery 
checks, you believe you have mastered the chapter’s chief intended outcome, you 
will be given an opportunity to extend your knowledge of the chapter’s contents 
by exploring material that probes further into the assessment concepts presented 
in the chapter. These materials are called Deeper Digs segments.

Determining Your Outcome Mastery

The importance of validity to educational assessment really cannot be over-
-

al testing. Teachers need to know what validity is, how to corral it, and what 
sort of evidence is needed to support test-based interpretations for particular 
purposes. Let’s look, then, at the major outcome it is hoped you attained 
after you completed this chapter:

essential nature can be explained, its establishment can be described, 
and the most appropriate kinds of validity evidence can be selected for 

With the completion of the chapter, you should now be able to (1) accurately 
describe what validity is, (2) explain how validity comes into existence, and 
(3) choose suitable validity evidence for diverse uses of educational tests. In 
essence, you should have the ability to display a fundamental grasp of assess-
ment validity by being able to carry out three related, but distinguishable, 
tasks regarding validity. Using nonfancy language, it is now hoped that you 
understand what’s going on when people talk about assessment validity so 

chapter’s 
chief intended learning outcome.

Complete both the Selected-Response and the Constructed-Response quizzes 
and think about the feedback you receive for each quiz.

MyEdLab Selected-Response Check of Outcome Mastery
MyEdLab Constructed-Response Check of Outcome Mastery

After completing both quizzes, go to the Learning Outcome Mastery 
Determination, where you will decide whether you’ve mastered the chapter’s 
learning outcome or whether you need further study.

MyEdLab Learning Outcome Mastery Determination

A01_POPH9910_08_SE_FM_ppi-xx.indd   10 15/10/15   5:50 PM



Preface  |  xi

Here, of course, is where the heart of the formative-assessment process beats. 
You will be collecting your own evidence of content mastery, then deciding what 
the next step in your learning efforts should be. If you think you performed well on 
a chapter’s two mastery checks, are you obliged only to consider the Deeper Dig 
segments—and never dip into the Another Take segment? Of course not. Similarly, 
you can surely probe any Deeper Dig segments even if you didn’t do all that well 
on a given chapter’s mastery checks. In general, the decisions you make about your 
own learning activities at the close of a chapter are apt to be more defensible if you 
base those decisions on your assessed mastery of the chapter’s most significant 
learning outcome. Nonetheless, in this digital age—and with this digitized new 
edition—the choices are clearly yours.

Why This Book Will Help Today’s Teachers

Teachers these days who don’t recognize that educational assessment impinges on 
their work are teachers in serious need of impingement therapy. Rarely, indeed, 
does a day go by in the Monday-through-Friday life of today’s teachers when test-
ing does not have an impact on one or more of their classroom decisions. It was 
not always this way.

Eons ago, I was a high school teacher in eastern Oregon. (It was so long ago 
that my friends contend Oregon must have been a territory rather than a state.) 
Way back then, we administered standardized achievement tests in our classes. 
However, students’ scores on those tests made no difference in how we taught. 
Pressure to raise our students’ scores on those achievement exams was nonexis-
tent. We taught pretty much as we saw fit. But, of course, the world of education is 
different today—much different.

And even before those teaching days, when I was preparing to be a teacher, 
little attention was given to testing. In truth, the only time my professors actually 
taught us about educational tests was when, during an educational psychology 
class, we spent an entire week on the making and massaging of multiple-choice 
items. My fellow prospective teachers and I were not being prepared for educa-
tional assessment because, back then, educational assessment truly did not have an 
impact on teachers’ decision-making.

But today, educational tests certainly make a difference regarding what cur-
rently takes place in our classrooms. For openers, today’s teachers find themselves 
directly in the cross-hairs of some heavy-duty accountability artillery aimed at 
evaluating schools and teachers according to students’ scores on accountability 
tests. A school’s staff can be “restructured” or a school can be completely shut down 
if its students don’t perform well enough on externally administered accountability 
exams. Teachers can be tossed. It is a scary time.

Second, during the last two decades, growing numbers of educators have 
learned that the skillful use of classroom testing can make huge differences in how 
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well students learn. Classroom assessment, if employed formatively, can dramati-
cally increase the effectiveness of a teacher’s teaching. And yet, sadly, we rarely see 
more than token use of classroom assessment in the way that research clearly tells 
us will benefit students.

For both of those reasons, then, every experienced teacher and every teacher-
in-training need to master the essentials of educational assessment. And that’s why 
this book was first written and then revised so frequently. Its title, Classroom 
Assessment: What Teachers Need to Know, captures the book’s intent. Readers 
won’t be asked to learn any nice-to-know exotics about educational measurement. 
No, what’s contained in this book is the stuff today’s teachers need to know if they 
are going to be first-rate professionals.
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Why Do Teachers Need 
to Know about Assessment?

Teachers teach students. That hardly constitutes a break-
through insight. Just as preachers preach and flyers fly—
teachers teach. That’s why they’re called teachers.

But what is a bit less obvious is that most teachers 
teach because they like to teach. Primary teachers like to 
teach little people. High school teachers like to teach bigger 
people. Most high school teachers also like to teach about 
a particular subject matter. (Have you ever seen how math-
ematics teachers’ eyes get misty when they introduce their 
students to the raptures of the Pythagorean theorem?) Yes, 
most teachers love to teach. It is because they enjoy what 

they do that they waded through a medley of preservice teacher education courses, 
conquered the challenges of student teaching, and hopped the myriad hurdles of 
the certification process. Teachers overcame these obstacles in order to earn annual 
salaries that, particularly during the first few years, are laughably low. Yes, there’s 
little doubt that teachers enjoy teaching.

Although teachers like to teach, they rarely like to test. Yet, here you are—be-
ginning a book about testing. How can I, the author, ever entice you, the reader, to 
become interested in testing when your heart has already been given to teaching? 
The answer is really quite straightforward. Teachers who can test well will be bet-
ter teachers. Effective testing will enhance a teacher’s instructional effectiveness. 
Really!

If you’re willing to suspend any preconceptions about testing while you’re 
reading this book, particularly any negative ones, I’ll make a pledge to you. If you 
tackle this text with even half the enthusiasm you might bring to a teaching assign-
ment, I promise you’ll discover how testing will make you a much better teacher. 
And, because I’ve been a teacher for over 50 years, it’s a promise I’ll keep. Teachers 
definitely should not break promises to teachers. Teachers’ promises to administra-
tors, on the other hand, should be regarded as eminently renegotiable.

But before I attempt to convince you, ever so subtly, that testing can be 
a boon to teaching, I want you to get a fix on your own current views about 

  |  1

1

Chief Chapter 
Outcome

An understanding of why it is 
that four traditional and three 
recent reasons for educators to 
assess students should 
dispose teachers to learn more 
about the fundamentals of 
educational assessment
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educational testing. And, because this is a book about testing, what better way to 
have you learn about those attitudes than to have you take a self-test I devised just 
for readers of this book?

So, on the adjacent page (it’s on the right from where you’re currently read-
ing!) you’ll find a brief self-test similar to the ones you’ve surely encountered in 
many widely read magazines. I saw one such self-test in a health magazine recently. 
It was entitled “How Long Will You Live? A Self-Test.” Frankly, I was afraid to try 
it. As one gets older, one becomes more cautious.

But you have nothing to fear by taking the self-test I’ve whipped up for you. 
To emphasize its brevity, I have entitled it “A Terse Self-Test about Testing.” It is an 
example of an attitudinal inventory. Later, in Chapter 10, you’ll learn more about 
attitudinal inventories. But for now, please take a crack at page 3’s teensy self-
test. The way to interpret your responses is given  as a footnote at the bottom of  
page 4.

Federal Laws Rule

Anyone who has completed even an introductory course in U.S. Government 
knows that while state laws can overturn the laws enacted by local communities, 
federal laws can overturn state laws. When it comes to the art of overturning, fed-
eral folks hold all the trump cards.

Any consideration of educational testing these days cannot be sensibly un-
dertaken without understanding the nature of whatever assessment-related federal 
laws are on the books. When I began working on this eighth edition of Classroom 
Assessment, the most significant education-related federal law then in place was 
the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB). Although NCLB has exercised considerable 
influence on the way U.S. teachers tested and taught in their classrooms, the law 
elicited intense criticism from many quarters. Moreover, NCLB was supposed to 
be revised sometime during 2009 or, at the latest, 2010. Yet, by early-to-mid-2015, 
genuinely serious movement to revise NCLB had not yet surfaced in the U.S. Con-
gress. Accordingly, because this eighth edition of the book would most likely be 
completed before a successor-law to NCLB had been enacted, it seemed silly to 
speculate about what the key assessment-related features of such a yet-unwritten 
law might be.

Instead, very briefly, I want to describe the background of the most pivotal 
federal legislation that, in one form or another, will surely have an impact on the 
way teachers are obliged to think about educational testing. Hopefully, based on 
that familiarity, you will then be more easily able to learn about the particulars of 
any federal law bearing directly on how students’ achievements are supposed to 
be assessed. All educators will definitely need to attend to those assessment-related 
particulars.

By all odds, the most significant federal statute influencing U.S. education-
al testing was the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965.  
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 A Terse Self-Test about Testing

Directions:  For each of the statements below, use the following answer key to indi-
cate how you react to the statement:

SA = Strongly Agree

A = Agree

U = Uncertain

D = Disagree

SD = Strongly Disagree

There are no right or wrong answers, so please answer frankly by circling the appro-
priate response for each statement.

	 1.	 The chief reason that teachers should give classroom 
tests is to determine students’ grades.

SA A U D SD

	 2.	 Teachers should typically plan instruction that focuses 
on the skills or knowledge represented by a test.

SA A U D SD

	 3.	 In their classroom tests, teachers should only use items 
that can be scored objectively.

SA A U D SD

	 4.	 There are other legitimate indicators of a teacher’s 
instructional effectiveness besides students’ test scores.

SA A U D SD

	 5.	 A teacher has no business measuring students’ confi-
dence in their ability to do schoolwork.

SA A U D SD

	 6.	 Today’s nationally standardized achievement tests 
should never be used to supply evidence about how 
well teachers are instructing children.

SA A U D SD

	 7.	 Teachers really don’t need to determine the reliability 
of their own classroom tests.

SA A U D SD

	 8.	 It is impossible to judge the quality of students’ written 
compositions with any meaningful accuracy.

SA A U D SD

	 9.	 The enormous pressure to boost students’ scores on 
important tests permits teachers to employ almost any 
sort of score-improvement preparation activities.

SA A U D SD

	10.	 Significant classroom tests should typically be built 
before a teacher plans instruction.

SA A U D SD
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Enacted as a key component of President Lyndon B. Johnson’s “great society,” 
ESEA set out to provide a more appropriate education for historically underserved 
student groups such as students who were economically disadvantaged. Over the 
years (actually, every two to eight years), ESEA was periodically reauthorized with, 
sometimes, serious shifts in its assessment provisions. No Child Left Behind, for 
instance, the eighth reauthorization of 1965’s ESEA, contained some significant 
alterations to that law’s testing requirements. In the earliest incarnations of ESEA, 
educational assessments were focused on evaluating the progress made by those 
statutorily designated underserved groups—for example, minority students. How-
ever, in the reauthorization immediately preceding NCLB, the reauthorization  
enacted in 1994, the assessment of all students rather than statute-designated under-
served groups was required. Clearly, this was a change of considerable importance.

Because the responsibility for education is not identified as a federal respon-
sibility in the United States Constitution, U.S. education has historically been seen 
as a state rather than federal responsibility. Thus, prior to the 1994 incarnation of 
ESEA, known as the Improving America’s Schools Act (IASA), states were relatively 
free to carry out whatever sorts of educational assessments they thought appro-
priate, with the chief exception being the assessment of those students being edu-
cated, at least in part, via federal dollars dispensed by the then-operative version of 
ESEA. But in 1994’s IASA, that game changed. When a state took IASA dollars, this 
state agreed to assess the achievement of all its students in several IASA-designated 
grade ranges. And when NCLB was signed into law by President George W. Bush 
on January 8, 2002, the assessment of all students became more emphatic by far. 
Students in twice as many grade levels (grade levels, not grade ranges) were to be 
assessed—even though many of those students were not on the receiving end of 
federal dollars.

Moreover, whereas in the IASA statute, federal oversight of state-level testing of 
students in certain grade ranges was fairly light, NCLB’s controls over the testing of 
more than twice as many students assessed under that law was not light but, instead, 
quite tight indeed. In short, the most recent two versions of ESEA (IASA and NCLB) 
embodied increasingly stringent requirements regarding which students were to be 
tested and how this testing was to be done. While the dominant function of IASA 
and NCLB was to be accountability—that is, the identification of which schools and 
districts were doing a satisfactory instructional job—certain specifics of those laws 
make a real difference in how teachers need to think about educational assessment.

Self-Test Interpretation Guide:  For statements 2, 4, 6, 7, and 10, use the following scoring 
key: SA = 5, A = 4, U = 3, D = 2, and SD = 1. For statements 1, 3, 5, 8, and 9, use the following 
scoring key: SA = 1, A = 2, U = 3, D = 4, and SD = 5. The highest possible total score is 50; the 
lowest possible total score is 10. The higher your total score, the more sensible is your view 
of educational testing. After finishing this book, you might wish to retake this terse self-test 
(without looking at your earlier answers, of course). If you come up with a postbook score 
that’s substantially lower than your prebook score, you and I should both be worried.
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Assuming that the next reauthorization of ESEA will not be in place at the 
point when this book must go into actual production, I entreat you to become 
knowledgeable about the assessment-related aspects of a reauthorized ESEA. Al-
though there may be numerous features of such a law that can have an impact on 
the way teachers teach, it is almost certain that the assessment-related provisions 
of such a law will have great impact, if not the greatest impact, on how a teacher 
needs to think about instruction. In the realm of educational assessment, federal 
laws tend to rule. That’s because federal legislators craft their statutes so that un-
less a state’s officials comply with a federal statute’s ground rules, that state must 
forego receipt of substantial federal dollars. The history of American public edu-
cation is, as you might guess, not replete with instances wherein state authorities 
turned down federal dollars.

Interestingly, when the NCLB statute experienced its decade-old anniversary, 
the federal government’s stance regarding how best to foster state and local ac-
countability initiatives had shifted considerably. The early years of NCLB’s ex-
istence had been marked by the threat of penalties for low-performing schools. 
However, after President Barack Obama’s administration had taken office, federal 
officials soon set out meaningful financial incentives for states who subscribed 
to the U.S. Department of Education’s accountability preferences. As usual, state 
education officials responded predictably to the lure of federal largesse. In essence, 
then, federal implementation of ESEA had shifted—in just a few years—from the 
stick to the carrot.

Arrival of the Common Core State Standards
One of the most salient of these carrot-induced shifts in state education policies 
was associated with the adoption, by all but a few states, of a set of identical cur-
ricular aims: the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) in English language arts 
(ELA) and mathematics. Because states that adopted these identical curricular aims 
became eligible for receipt of substantial federal subsidies, and because a markedly 
slowing national economy found most states facing serious fiscal shortfalls, educa-
tors soon saw almost all states accepting—as their state’s official curricular aims—
the CCSS in ELA and math. This event, almost unthinkable just a few years earlier,  
was near certain to have a substantial impact on the instructional and assessment 
practices of the nation’s public school teachers in the coming years. Although edu-
cational authorities in the vast majority of U.S. states have adopted the CCSS as 
the official curricular aims in their state, since the early months of what seemed, 
in retrospect, to be an “adoption orgy” with almost all states hopping aboard the 
CCSS bandwagon, educational leaders in some states have now hopped off. The 
reasons for this turnaround in educational policy during a relatively brief span of 
years are several. Most often, we have seen officials in some states arguing that the 
CCSS represents a federal intrusion into the education of our young—historically 
an enterprise undertaken by states, not the federal government. Thus, backpedal-
ling by CCSS states regarding adoption of the CCSS appears to be based more on 
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political than educational rationales. In at least a few states, however, the educa-
tional leaders of those states (or, sometimes, the members of a state’s legislature) 
found themselves in disagreement with certain of the curricular emphases of the 
CCSS. Although, as this edition of Classroom Assessment headed off happily to 
the publishers, the final number of U.S. states adopting the CCSS was uncertain, 
a good many states have either adopted the aims embodied in the CCSS or have 
made only slight modifications in the CCSS curricular goals, then adopted those 
substantively similar curricular aims. To be sure, in certain states we have seen 
truly acrimonious disputes among educational policymakers regarding their state’s 
acceptance of the curricular aspirations embodied in the CCSS.

Let’s look, ever so briefly, at what these curricular aims are—with a definite 
commitment to return in the next chapter for a deeper dip into the viscera of the  
CCSS. In Chapter 2, you will see how the two sets of curricular aims identified in 
the CCSS are organized, as well as hear what some of the developers of those state 
standards were hoping to accomplish.

Let’s be clear about what the Common Core State Standards are. They 
represent the curricular outcomes sought for the nation’s students—that is, the 
knowledge and cognitive skills students are supposed to acquire in school. Because 
NCLB had allowed each state to select its own curricular aims (that is, content 
standards), its own tests to assess students’ mastery of those aims, and its own 
cut-scores (that is, achievement standards) to signify students’ mastery of those 
curricular aims, making sense out of the NCLB-spawned accountability picture in 
U.S. public schools was almost impossible. In an effort to rectify this chaotic situ-
ation, the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) and the National Gov-
ernors Association (NGA) Center for Best Practices set out in late 2009 to provide 
a more suitable set of curricular targets for the nation’s schools. The CCSSO is the 
organization of the state officials, elected or appointed, who head each state’s pub-
lic schools. The NGA performs a comparable function for the nation’s governors.

On June 2, 2010, the CCSSO and the NGA released the Common Core State 
Standards for English Language Arts and Mathematics (National Governors Asso-
ciation, 2010). As noted earlier, many states have accepted these standards—these 
“expectations for student knowledge and skills that high school graduates need 
to master to succeed in college and careers.” Given the long-standing reluctance 
of state education officials to abandon “local control” over important educational 
decisions such as curricular outcomes for students, the widespread adoption of 
the CCSS was genuinely astonishing. In essentially a single year, the CCSSO and 
the NGA crafted sets of national mathematics and ELA curricular aims that seem 
sufficiently defensible so that all but a few states soon hopped aboard the CCSS 
Express.

The widespread and remarkably rapid adoption of the CCSS by so many 
states, however, did not take place merely because of the merits of a more uniform 
set of curricular targets for America. The recent role of philanthropic organiza-
tions in nurturing such significant changes in U.S. education is now being better 
understood.
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In the June 7, 2014, issue of The Washington Post, Lyndsey Layton reports 
that a major player in the adoption of the CCSS was the Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation. In an article entitled “How Bill Gates Pulled off the Swift Common 
Core Revolution,” Layton reveals that the Gates Foundation supplied more than 
$200 million not only to the actual development of the CCSS itself but also to 
building political support across the nation—often convincing state officials to 
make systematic and expensive changes in their curricular aspirations. Moreover, 
the foundation spread funds across the entire political spectrum, distributing dol-
lars galore to the two major U.S. teachers unions and such business groups as 
the U.S. Chamber of Commerce—organizations that have historically clashed, but 
soon became outspoken proponents of the Common Core. As Layton reports, 
within two years of the Gates Foundation’s decision to support the Common Core, 
45 states and the District of Columbia had fully endorsed the CCSS.

But the curricular aims embodied in the CCSS were destined to serve as 
much more than lofty statements of curricular intent that, like so many previously 
crafted sets of curricular aims, typically languished in rarely read reports. This is 
because, soon after the release of the CCSS in mid-2010, the federal government 
announced its intention to fund one or more consortia of states whose mission it 
would be to create assessments suitable for measuring students’ mastery of the 
skills and knowledge embodied in the CCSS. Two such assessment consortia were 
selected by federal authorities (from competing bidders) and were funded with ap-
proximately $175 million each to create assessments that, by the 2014–15 school 
year, could be used to determine students’ mastery of the CCSS. The two consortia 
were the Partnership for the Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers 
(PARCC) and the Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium (SBAC). Each of the 
consortia was initially composed of about 20 to 25 states, all of which agreed to 
promote students’ mastery of the curricular goals represented by the CCSS.

It should be clear that the nature of the assessments devised by PARCC and 
SBAC would most likely have a considerable impact on America’s public schools. 
Because the curricular aims being pursued by so many states would be identical, 
and the assessments used in those states would also be identical, comparisons 
among states’ student performances would now be possible in ways that hereto-
fore were impossible. The evaluative impact of such evidence, of course, is apt to 
be substantial.

As the assessments created by the two consortia became more widely un-
derstood, it has become less likely that the sorts of straightforward comparisons 
among states—comparisons originally foreseen by most proponents of the two 
assessment consortia—would be less likely to be present. Not only are the report-
ing categories and the cut-scores set by the two consortia dissimilar, but states are 
being allowed to infuse unanticipated degrees of local determination into what’s 
taught and what’s tested. In the middle of 2015, it appeared that considerable un-
certainty existed regarding the degree to which identical curricular aims would be 
pursued by most of the 50 states, and how students’ mastery of those states would 
be measured.
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It is reasonably safe to assume that, under whatever federal revision of ESEA 
ultimately is enacted by Congress, there will continue to be state accountability 
tests. The nature and number of those tests may be modified in any ESEA reautho-
rization, of course, but it seems likely that in one form or another, we will continue 
to see federal laws calling for state-operated accountability tests. Perhaps those 
state tests will have been chosen from the CCSS tests provided by one of the two 
federally funded assessment consortia. Perhaps a state’s accountability tests will be 
state-grown rather than consortium-built. But, one way or the other, state-level ac-
countability tests are apt to be with us for a long while to come. That’s the premise 
that will be employed in the coming pages.

An Updating of the Standards for Educational 
and Psychological Testing
The Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing (2014), first published 
in 1966, contains a set of professionally approved expectations for the way edu-
cational and psychological tests ought to be built and used. The Standards contain 
not only a series of comments regarding the way that educational and psycho-
logical tests should be evaluated, but they also lay out a specific series of detailed 
“standards,” that is, mandates regarding what is appropriate in the nature and use 
of educational and psychological tests. This significant document is published by 
the American Educational Research Association (AERA) and is approved by that 
organization as well as the American Psychological Association (APA) and the 
National Council on Measurement in Education (NCME).

Because the Standards are often invoked in high-visibility courtroom con-
tests involving educational tests, their influence on members of the educational 
measurement community is considerable. Thus, for example, those who write 
textbooks about educational testing almost always try to make sure what they 
are recommending in those textbooks is in accord with the latest rendition of the 
AERA, APA, NCME Standards. (I readily count myself among those writers who 
defer to the Standards when recommending how to play in the educational-testing 
sandbox.)

Periodically revised, for about one and a half decades the 1999 version of the 
Standards held sway, because until mid-2014 the 1999 Standards were essentially 
the only game in town. During that 1999–2014 period, a series of extraordinarily 
important uses of educational testing took place (for example, the role of stu-
dents’ test scores in educational accountability programs such as those fostered 
by NCLB). Not surprisingly, then, the 1999 Standards were regarded by many 
educators as being somewhat out of date. And so, when, after a 5-year revision 
and review process, the 2014 edition of the Standards was published, great interest 
in their contents was predictably displayed by assessment specialists. To illustrate, 
if pivotal concepts regarding educational assessment had been altered, or even if 
such concepts had been more clearly explicated, these alterations and these clari-
fied explications would, in a very few years, be incorporated into the set of guide-
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lines governing not only what is being professionally recommended about educa-
tional testing, but what educators ought to be learning about educational testing.

Candidly, I had been putting the bulk of this eighth edition of Classroom Assess-
ment on hold until the updated version of the Standards hit the streets. I was reluctant 
to be advocating practices that might have been acceptable in 1999, but had been 
meaningfully modified in the new incarnation of the Standards. Happily, even though 
the final publication of the new Standards was many months overdue—largely due to 
the stringent level of scrutiny to which the revised testing standards were subjected by 
review groups representing AERA, APA, and NCME—the 2014 Standards appeared 
in time to have its contents completely integrated into this edition of Classroom As-
sessment. Although its publication in July 2014 caused the validity and reliability 
chapters in Classroom Assessment to be largely rewritten, at least what you will be 
reading in the remainder of this book will be in accord with the new Standards.

Although I run the risk of oversimplifying a bit, my take on the new Stan-
dards is that they do not introduce any dramatic reconceptualizations of the 
fundamental notions of educational testing that have guided educational measure-
ment specialists since the 1999 version of the Standards. However, I think the new 
edition of this potent document both clarifies and tightens the interpretation of 
several key concepts in educational assessment. We will consider the most salient 
of those clarified “tightenings” in Chapters 3 and 4 regarding reliability and va-
lidity. The 2014 Standards did, however, more clearly emphasize the importance 
of assessment fairness than had been seen in earlier revisions. Thus, in the new 
Standards it is appropriate to assert that the three chief emphases are validity, reli-
ability, and fairness.

Do teachers need to become knowledgeable regarding what’s contained in 
the new 2014 Standards? I don’t think so. Let the educational measurement spe-
cialists of America fuss with adhering to and interpreting content in the new edi-
tion of the Standards. But it is a reasonable expectation that teachers at least real-
ize that the ground-rules of educational assessment did not arrive from outer space 
or from a far Eastern measurement guru. No, these nuts and bolts guidelines about 
educational testing undergo a rigorous review, rewriting, and approval process 
every decade or two by three national organizations most concerned with such 
testing. What teachers need to know, however, is that if they ever find themselves 
embroiled in any sort of test-related controversy, there exists an authoritative col-
lection of definite dos and don’ts that can be consulted. It is called the Standards 
for Educational and Psychological Testing (2014) and it is available to all.

Assessment versus Testing

So far, I’ve been contrasting teaching to testing when, if you’ll glance at this book’s 
cover, you’ll find that it’s supposed to be a book about assessment. If you’re alert, 
you’ve already started to wonder—What’s this author trying to pull off? Am I go-
ing to learn about testing or am I going to learn about assessment? Is assessment 
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