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Keys to Quality Assessments

Before using any assessment, the user must ensure its quality. Any standardized test, 
state- or district-developed assessment, or classroom assessment must be evaluated 
through the careful application of specific quality control standards. Good consumers ask 
tough questions about quality. We present here the questions that an assessment user or 
author should ask in conducting such an analysis of quality. These questions are framed as 
a rubric that cover each of the five Keys to Quality Assessment:

Key 1⎯Clear Purpose: A sound assessment serves clearly articulated and appropriate 
purposes—why is the assessment taking place, who will use the information, and what 
will the information be used for?

Key 2⎯Clear Targets: A sound assessment arises from clear and appropriate student 
learning target(s)—achievement expectations are clearly and completely defined and 
are couched in the best current understanding of the field.

Key 3⎯Sound Assessment Design: A sound assessment is designed with learning targets 
and purposes in mind. It uses an appropriate method, samples student achievement in 
such a way to make appropriate inferences about student learning, and avoids potential 
sources of bias that could distort results.

Key 4—Good Communication: Communication is planned as part of the assessment to 
serve the needs of users.

Key 5⎯Student Involvement: A sound assessment involves students in self-assessment, 
recording keeping, and/or communication.

 Prior to the rubrics themselves, there is a summary sheet (“Questions to Ask of 
Classroom Assessments”) that serves as a bridge between the short definitions of each 
key presented previously and the much more detailed rubrics themselves. Users often find 
both the shorthand and the full-version rubrics useful.

When First Reading Each Rubric

It is best to read the rubrics in this manner: First read the “fast tracked” level. Highlight 
words and phrases that jump out at you as truly defining high quality. Then read “side 
tracked.” Again highlight words and phrases that serve to define weak quality for you. 
Finally, read “on track.”

Source: Adapted from Practice with Student-Involved Classroom Assessment (pp. 349–358), by J. A. Arter & K.U. Busick, 2001, 
Portland, OR: Assessment Training Institute. Copyright © 2006, 2001 by Educational Testing Service. Adapted by permission.

Assessment Quality Rubrics
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Rationale for the Scale

We have three-point rubrics—an assessment can be “fast tracked,” “on track” (but needs 
work), or “side tracked” for each of the five Keys to Quality Assessment. The rubrics can 
easily be converted into a five-point scale. Think of a “4” as having some qualities of “fast 
tracked” and some of “on track.” Likewise, a “2” can be thought of having some qualities of 
“on track” and some of “side tracked.”

Scoring

First, please note that scoring does not mean giving the assessment a judgmental grade. 
We use the term in a formative sense, not a summative one. The word is shorthand for 
“analyzing an assessment for quality so that we get good at recognizing features that are 
productive and counterproductive.”

 A couple of procedural thoughts on scoring: When you first look at an assessment that 
you want to analyze for quality, decide if it is stronger or weaker on the key (trait) you are 
considering. If it is stronger, begin reading at the “fast tracked” level. If the assessment is 
not that strong, jump to the “on track” descriptions. If the assessment is stronger than “on 
track” but not quite “fast tracked,” consider adopting a five-point scale and giving it a “4.”

 Likewise, if your first look at an assessment indicates that it is weak on the key (trait) 
under consideration, begin reading at the “side tracked” level. If it is stronger than that, 
jump to the “on track” level. If the assessment is stronger than “on track” but not quite 
“fast tracked,” consider adopting a five-point scale and giving it a “2.”

 Sometimes it is helpful to actually highlight words and phrases on the scoring guide 
that describe what you are seeing in the assessment under review. This helps you focus on 
where the constellation of features falls.

A Note of Caution

Do not think of these rubrics as checklists—it is not true that everything under “fast 
tracked” has to be present for an assessment to get a high score. Rather, the statements 
in each level of the rubrics represent the types of things characteristic of an assessment at 
each level of quality. Use the rubrics by finding the descriptors that most match the assess-
ment you are reviewing.
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Questions to Ask of Classroom Assessments

Key 1: Clear Purposes

Do the assessment authors have a clear picture of how the assessment results will be used 
and by whom?

• Is it clear who will use the results and how they will be used? Is the distinction between 
assessment for and of learning clear? (See Chapter 2.)

• How do the purposes in this assessment fit into a bigger plan that addresses both 
assessment of and for learning over time? (See Chapters 4 and 9.)

Key 2: Clear Targets

Do the assessment authors have a clear picture of what they are trying to measure? (See 
Chapter 3.)

• Are the student learning targets stated and easy to find?

• Are the student learning targets focused—there are not too many?

• Are they clear? Would teachers agree on what they mean?

• Are they appropriate? Do they represent the heart of the discipline and worth the 
instructional and assessment time devoted to them? Is there a clear connection to stan-
dards?

• Do the stated learning targets reflect a bigger plan to cover all important learning 
targets over time? Do they reflect a bigger plan across grade levels—previous and next 
learning—in a continuous-progress curriculum?

Key 3: Good Assessment Design

Have the assessment developers translated the learning targets into high-quality assess-
ments that will yield accurate results?

Choosing the Best Assessment Method
Has the assessment method been consciously chosen to fit the learning targets to be 
assessed and the purpose for the assessment? (See chapter 4.)

• What types of learning targets are being assessed?
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• What are the assessment methods used?

• Are the assessment methods best for the learning targets being assessed? (Best is a 
balance between most accurate and practical.)

Finding and Devising Quality Tasks and Questions
Are the assessment questions or exercises written well—not confusing, the answer to one 
question does not give away the answer to another, etc.? (See Chapters 5–8.)

 If the subject is a performance assessment, is the scoring guide (rubric) clear and does 
it cover the most important aspects of what defines quality? (See Chapter 7.)

Sampling
Does the assessment gather enough information for you to generalize about level of student 
learning on the target? If not, is this assessment part of a bigger plan to gather sufficient 
information across time/assessments? (See Chapter 4.)

Avoiding Potential Sources of Bias and Distortion
Do you notice anything in the assessment or way the assessment is carried out that might 
not allow students to be able to adequately demonstrate what they know and can do? This 
includes unclear targets, unclear purposes, not the best assessment method, problems 
with tasks and rubrics, inadequate sampling. It also includes problems with context factors 
and students. (See Chapter 4.)

Key 4: Good Communication

Have the assessment developers planned for adequately managing information from the 
assessment and reporting it in ways that will meet users’ needs? (See Chapter 9.)

• Has communication been planned as part of the assessment?

• Do teachers record assessment information accurately over time and appropriately 
combine it for reporting?

• Will the users of the results understand them and find them useful?
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Key 5: Student Involvement

Are students involved in the assessment? (See Chapters 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 11, and 12.)

• Would student-involvement components be useful in this case? If so, are they present? 
This might include how learning targets were made clear to students, how descrip-
tive feedback was given to students, how students were involved in self-assessment, 
tracking progress, and setting goals, and how students were involved in communicating 
about their own learning.

• How does the student involvement in this assessment reflect a bigger plan for involving 
students in their own assessment? 
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