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What does Authentic Assessment look like?

Outcomes-Based Assessment & Grading

An authentic assessment usually includes a task for students to perform and a rubric by
which their performance on the task will be evaluated. Click the following links to see
many examples of authentic tasks and rubrics.

Authentic Assessment-Standards (Outcomes)-Criteria-Rubrics
http://jonathan.mueller.faculty.noctrl.edu/toolbox/index.htm

•

Examples from teachers in my Authentic Assessment course

How is Authentic Assessment similar to/different from Traditional Assessment?

What is Authentic Assessment?

The following comparison is somewhat simplistic, but I hope it illuminates the different
assumptions of the two approaches to assessment.
Definitions
Traditional Assessment
What Does Authentic Assessment Look Like?
By "traditional assessment" (TA) I am referring to the forced-choice measures of
multiple-choice tests, fill-in-the-blanks, true-false, matching and the like that have been
and remain so common in education. Students typically select an answer or recall
information to complete the assessment. These tests may be standardized or teachercreated. They may be administered locally or statewide, or internationally.

How is Authentic Assessment Similar to/Different from
Traditional Assessment?
•
•
•
•
•

Traditional Assessment
Authentic Assessment
Authentic Assessment Complements Traditional Assessment
Defining Attributes of Authentic and Traditional Assessment
Teaching to the Test

Behind traditional and authentic assessments is a belief that the primary mission of
schools is to help develop productive citizens. That is the essence of most mission
statements I have read. From this common beginning, the two perspectives on
assessment diverge. Essentially, TA is grounded in educational philosophy that adopts
the following reasoning and practice:

Alternative Names for Authentic Assessment

Definitions
A form of assessment in which students are asked to perform real-world tasks that
demonstrate meaningful application of essential knowledge and skills -- Jon Mueller

"...Engaging and worthy problems or questions of importance, in which
students must use knowledge to fashion performances effectively and
creatively. The tasks are either replicas of or analogous to the kinds of
problems faced by adult citizens and consumers or professionals in the field."
-- Grant Wiggins -- (Wiggins, 1993, p. 229).
"Performance assessments call upon the examinee to demonstrate specific
skills and competencies, that is, to apply the skills and knowledge they have
mastered." -- Richard J. Stiggins -- (Stiggins, 1987, p. 34).
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1. A school's mission is to develop productive citizens.
2. To be a productive citizen an individual must possess a certain body of knowledge
and skills.
3. Therefore, schools must teach this body of knowledge and skills.
4. To determine if it is successful, the school must then test students to see if they
acquired the knowledge and skills.
In the TA model, the curriculum drives assessment.
"The" body of knowledge is
determined first. That knowledge becomes the curriculum that is delivered.
Subsequently, the assessments are developed and administered to determine if
acquisition of the curriculum occurred.
Authentic Assessment
In contrast, authentic assessment (AA) springs from the following reasoning and
practice:
1. A school's mission is to develop productive citizens.
2. To be a productive citizen, an individual must be capable of performing
meaningful tasks in the real world.
3. Therefore, schools must help students become proficient at performing the tasks
they will encounter when they graduate.
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4. To determine if it is successful, the school must then ask students to perform
meaningful tasks that replicate real world challenges to see if students are capable
of doing so.
Thus, in AA, assessment drives the curriculum. That is, teachers first determine the
tasks that students will perform to demonstrate their mastery, and then a curriculum is
developed that will enable students to perform those tasks well, which would include the
acquisition of essential knowledge and skills. This has been referred to as planning
backwards (e.g., McDonald, 1992).
If I were a golf instructor and I taught the skills required to perform well, I would not
assess my students' performance by giving them a multiple choice test. I would put
them out on the golf course and ask them to perform. Although this is obvious with
athletic skills, it is also true for academic subjects. We can teach students how
to do math, do history and do science, not justknow them. Then, to assess what our
students had learned, we can ask students to perform tasks that "replicate the
challenges" faced by those using mathematics, doing history or conducting scientific
investigation.

Authentic Assessment Complements Traditional Assessment
But a teacher does not have to choose between AA and TA. It is likely that some mix of
the two will best meet your needs. To use a silly example, if I had to choose a chauffeur
from between someone who passed the driving portion of the driver's license test but
failed the written portion or someone who failed the driving portion and passed the
written portion, I would choose the driver who most directly demonstrated the ability to
drive, that is, the one who passed the driving portion of the test. However, I
would prefer a driver who passed both portions. I would feel more comfortable knowing
that my chauffeur had a good knowledge base about driving (which might best be
assessed in a traditional manner) and was able to apply that knowledge in a real context
(which could be demonstrated through an authentic assessment).
Defining Attributes of Traditional and Authentic Assessment
Another way that AA is commonly distinguished from TA is in terms of its defining
attributes. Of course, TA's as well as AA's vary considerably in the forms they take. But,
typically, along the continuums of attributes listed below, TA's fall more towards the left
end of each continuum and AA's fall more towards the right end.
Traditional
Selecting a Response
Contrived
Recall/Recognition
Teacher-structured
Indirect Evidence

Authentic
Performing a Task
Real-life
Construction/Application
Student-structured
Direct Evidence
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Selecting a Response to Performing a Task:
On traditional assessments, students are typically given several choices (e.g., a,b,c or d;
true or false; which of these match with those) and asked to select the right answer. In
contrast, authentic assessments ask students to demonstrate understanding by
performing a more complex task usually representative of more meaningful application.
Contrived to Real-life:
It is not very often in life outside of school that we are asked to select from four
alternatives to indicate our proficiency at something. Tests offer these contrived means of
assessment to increase the number of times you can be asked to demonstrate proficiency
in a short period of time. More commonly in life, as in authentic assessments, we are
asked to demonstrate proficiency by doing something.
Recall/Recognition of Knowledge to Construction/Application of Knowledge:
Well-designed traditional assessments (i.e., tests and quizzes) can effectively determine
whether or not students have acquired a body of knowledge. Thus, as mentioned above,
tests can serve as a nice complement to authentic assessments in a teacher's
assessment portfolio. Furthermore, we are often asked to recall or recognize facts and
ideas and propositions in life, so tests are somewhat authentic in that sense. However,
the demonstration of recall and recognition on tests is typically much less revealing about
what we really know and can do than when we are asked to construct a product or
performance out of facts, ideas and propositions. Authentic assessments often ask
students to analyze, synthesize and apply what they have learned in a substantial
manner, and students create new meaning in the process as well.
Teacher-structured to Student-structured:
When completing a traditional assessment, what a student can and will demonstrate has
been carefully structured by the person(s) who developed the test. A student's attention
will understandably be focused on and limited to what is on the test. In contrast,
authentic assessments allow more student choice and construction in determining what is
presented as evidence of proficiency. Even when students cannot choose their own topics
or formats, there are usually multiple acceptable routes towards constructing a product
or performance. Obviously, assessments more carefully controlled by the teachers offer
advantages and disadvantages. Similarly, more student-structured tasks have strengths
and weaknesses that must be considered when choosing and designing an assessment.
Indirect Evidence to Direct Evidence:

Let me clarify the attributes by elaborating on each in the context of traditional and
authentic assessments:
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Even if a multiple-choice question asks a student to analyze or apply facts to a new
situation rather than just recall the facts, and the student selects the correct answer,
what do you now know about that student? Did that student get lucky and pick the right
answer? What thinking led the student to pick that answer? We really do not know. At
best, we can make some inferences about what that student might know and might be
able to do with that knowledge. The evidence is very indirect, particularly for claims of
meaningful application in complex, real-world situations. Authentic assessments, on the
other hand, offer more direct evidence of application and construction of knowledge. As
in the golf example above, putting a golf student on the golf course to play provides
much more direct evidence of proficiency than giving the student a written test. Can a
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student effectively critique the arguments someone else has presented (an important skill
often required in the real world)? Asking a student to write a critique should provide
more direct evidence of that skill than asking the student a series of multiple-choice,
analytical questions about a passage, although both assessments may be useful.
Teaching to the Test
These two different approaches to assessment also offer different advice about teaching
to the test. Under the TA model, teachers have been discouraged from teaching to the
test. That is because a test usually assesses a sample of students' knowledge and
understanding and assumes that students' performance on the sample is representative
of their knowledge of all the relevant material. If teachers focus primarily on the sample
to be tested during instruction, then good performance on that sample does not
necessarily reflect knowledge of all the material. So, teachers hide the test so that the
sample is not known beforehand, and teachers are admonished not to teach to the test.
With AA, teachers are encouraged to teach to the test. Students need to learn how to
perform well on meaningful tasks. To aid students in that process, it is helpful to show
them models of good (and not so good) performance. Furthermore, the student benefits
from seeing the task rubric ahead of time as well. Is this "cheating"? Will students then
just be able to mimic the work of others without truly understanding what they are
doing? Authentic assessments typically do not lend themselves to mimicry. There is not
one correct answer to copy. So, by knowing what good performance looks like, and by
knowing what specific characteristics make up good performance, students can better
develop the skills and understanding necessary to perform well on these tasks. (For
further discussion of teaching to the test, see Bushweller.)

Alternative Names for Authentic Assessment
You can also learn something about what AA is by looking at the other common names
for this form of assessment. For example, AA is sometimes referred to as
•

•
•

Performance Assessment (or Performance-based) -- so-called because
students are asked to perform meaningful tasks. This is the other most common
term for this type of assessment. Some educators distinguish performance
assessment from AA by defining performance assessment as performance-based
as Stiggins has above but with no reference to the authentic nature of the task
(e.g., Meyer, 1992). For these educators, authentic assessments are
performance assessments using real-world or authentic tasks or contexts. Since
we should not typically ask students to perform work that is not authentic in
nature, I choose to treat these two terms synonymously.
Alternative Assessment -- so-called because AA is an alternative to traditional
assessments.
Direct Assessment -- so-called because AA provides more direct evidence of
meaningful application of knowledge and skills. If a student does well on a
multiple-choice test we might infer indirectly that the student could apply that
knowledge in real-world contexts, but we would be more comfortable making that
inference from a direct demonstration of that application such as in the golfing
example above.
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Why Use Authentic Assessment?
The question "Why use authentic assessment?" is not meant to suggest that you have to
choose between traditional assessments such as tests and more authentic or
performance assessments. Often, teachers use a mix of traditional and authentic
assessments to serve different purposes. This section, then, attempts to explain why
teachers might choose authentic assessments for certain types of judgments and why
authentic assessments have become more popular in recent years.
Authentic Assessments are Direct Measures
We do not just want students to know the content of the disciplines when they graduate.
We, of course, want them to be able to use the acquired knowledge and skills in the real
world. So, our assessments have to also tell us if students can apply what they have
learned in authentic situations. If a student does well on a test of knowledge we might
infer that the student could also apply that knowledge. But that is rather indirect
evidence. I could more directly check for the ability to apply by asking the student to use
what they have learned in some meaningful way. To return to an example I have used
elsewhere, if I taught someone to play golf I would not check what they have learned
with just a written test. I would want to see more direct, authentic evidence. I would put
my student out on a golf course to play. Similarly, if we want to know if our students can
interpret literature, calculate potential savings on sale items, test a hypothesis, develop a
fitness plan, converse in a foreign language, or apply other knowledge and skills they
have learned, then authentic assessments will provide the most direct evidence.
Can you think of professions which require some direct demonstration of relevant skills
before someone can be employed in that field? Doctors, electricians, teachers, actors and
others must all provide direct evidence of competence to be hired. Completing a written
or oral test or interview is usually not sufficient. Shouldn't we ask the same of our
students before we say they are ready to graduate? Or pass a course? Or move on to the
next grade?
Authentic Assessments Capture Constructive Nature of Learning
A considerable body of research on learning has found that we cannot simply be fed
knowledge. We need to construct our own meaning of the world, using information we
have gathered and were taught and our own experiences with the world (e.g., Bransford
& Vye, 1989; Forman & Kuschner, 1977; Neisser, 1967; Steffe & Gale,
1995; Wittrock, 1991). Thus, assessments cannot just ask students to repeat back
information they have received. Students must also be asked to demonstrate that they
have accurately constructed meaning about what they have been taught. Furthermore,
students must be given the opportunity to engage in the construction of meaning.
Authentic tasks not only serve as assessments but also as vehicles for such learning.
Authentic Assessments Integrate Teaching, Learning and Assessment
Authentic assessment, in contrast to more traditional assessment, encourages the
integration of teaching, learning and assessing. In the "traditional assessment" model,
teaching and learning are often separated from assessment, i.e., a test is administered
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after knowledge or skills have (hopefully) been acquired. In the authentic assessment
model, the same authentic task used to measure the students' ability to apply the
knowledge or skills is used as a vehicle for student learning.
For example, when
presented with a real-world problem to solve, students are learning in the process of
developing a solution, teachers are facilitating the process, and the students' solutions to
the problem becomes an assessment of how well the students can meaningfully apply the
concepts.
Authentic Assessments Provide Multiple Paths to Demonstration
We all have different strengths and weaknesses in how we learn. Similarly, we are
different in how we can best demonstrate what we have learned. Regarding the
traditional assessment model, answering multiple-choice questions does not allow for
much variability in how students demonstrate the knowledge and skills they have
acquired. On the one hand, that is a strength of tests because it makes sure everyone is
being compared on the same domains in the same manner which increases the
consistency and comparability of the measure. On the other hand, testing favors those
who are better test-takers and does not give students any choice in how they believe
they can best demonstrate what they have learned.
Thus, it is recommended (e.g., Wiggins, 1998) that multiple and varied assessments be
used so that 1) a sufficient number of samples are obtained (multiple), and 2) a sufficient
variety of measures are used (varied). Variety of measurement can be accomplished by
assessing the students through different measures that allows you to see them apply
what they have learned in different ways and from different perspectives. Typically, you
will be more confident in the students' grasp of the material if they can do so. But some
variety of assessment can also be accomplished within a single measure. Authentic tasks
tend to give the students more freedom in how they will demonstrate what they have
learned. By carefully identifying the criteria of good performance on the authentic task
ahead of time, the teacher can still make comparable judgments of student performance
even though student performance might be expressed quite differently from student to
student. For example, the products students create to demonstrate authentic learning on
the same task might take different forms (e.g., posters, oral presentations, videos,
websites). Or, even though students might be required to produce the same authentic
product, there can be room within the product for different modes of expression. For
example, writing a good persuasive essay requires a common set of skills from students,
but there is still room for variation in how that essay is constructed.
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How Do You Create Authentic Assessments?
Authentic Assessment: Students are asked to perform real-world
demonstrate meaningful application of essential knowledge and skills

tasks

that

Fortunately, you do not have to develop an authentic assessment from scratch. You
may already be using authentic tasks in your classroom. Or, you may already have
the standards written, the first and most important step in the process. Perhaps you have
a task but need to more clearly articulate the criteria for evaluating student performance
on the task. Or, you may just want to develop a rubric for the task. Wherever you are in
the process, you can use the information on this page (and the ones that follow it) to
help you through the steps of creating authentic assessments. If at any time the
terminology is confusing, click a link to that concept or go to the glossary.
I tend to think of authentic assessment development in terms of four questions to be
asked. Those questions are captured in the following graphic:

Questions to Ask:
1) What should students know and be able to do?
This list of knowledge and skills becomes your . . .
STANDARDS

2) What indicates students have met these standards?
To determine if students have met these standards, you
will design or select relevant . . .
AUTHENTIC TASKS

3) What does good performance on this task look like?
To determine if students have performed well on the task,
you will identify and look for characteristics of good
performance called . . .
CRITERIA
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4) How well did the students perform?
To discriminate among student performance
across criteria, you will create a . . .
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Step 1: Identify the Standards (Outcomes, Targets..)

RUBRIC

5) How well should most students perform? 6) What do students need to improve upon?
The minimum level at which you would want
Information from the rubric will give
most students to perform is your ...
students feedback and allow you to ...

CUT SCORE or BENCHMARK

ADJUST INSTRUCTION

For any type of assessment, you first must know where you want to end up. What are
your goals for your students? An assessment cannot produce valid inferences unless it
measures what it is intended to measure. And it cannot measure what it is intended to
measure unless the goal(s) has been clearly identified. So, completing the rest of the
following steps will be unproductive without clear goals for student learning.
Standards, like goals, are statements of what students should know and be able to do.
However, standards are typically more narrow in scope and more amenable to
assessment than goals. (Before going further, I would recommend that you read the
section on Standards for a fuller description of standards and how they are different
from goals and objectives.)
What Do Standards Look Like?
How do you get Started Writing Standards?
What are Some Guidelines to Follow in Developing Standards?

Summary of Steps
Workshop: Writing a Good Standard
1. Identify your standards for your students.
2. For a particular standard or set of standards, develop a task your students could
perform that would indicate that they have met these standards.
3. Identify the characteristics of good performance on that task, the criteria, that, if
present in your students’ work, will indicate that they have performed well on the
task, i.e., they have met the standards.
4. For each criterion, identify two or more levels of performance along which
students can perform which will sufficiently discriminate among student
performance for that criterion. The combination of the criteria and the levels of
performance for each criterion will be your rubric for that task (assessment).
Now, I will guide you through each these four steps for creating an authentic assessment
in more detail.

What Do Standards Look Like?
Standards are typically one-sentence statements of what students should know and be
able to do at a certain point. Often a standard will begin with a phrase such as "Students
will be able to ..." (SWBAT). For example,
Students will be able to add two-digit numbers.
Or, it might be phrased

Step 1: Identify the Standards

Students will add two-digit numbers.

Step 2: Select an Authentic Task

A student will add two-digit numbers.
Or just

Step 3: Identify the Criteria for the Task

Identify the causes and consequences of the Revolutionary War.

Step 4: Create the Rubric

Explain the process of photosynthesis.
More examples:
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well students have acquired the ability to learn, think, communicate, use technology and
work with others.

How Do You Get Started?
2. REVIEW
I recommend a three-step process for writing standards:

2. REVIEW

Did you wake up this morning thinking, "Hey, I'm going to reinvent the wheel today"? No
need. There are many, many good models of learning goals and standards available to
you. So, before you start putting yours down on paper, REVIEW what others have
developed. For example, you can

3. WRITE

Look at

1. REFLECT

•
•
•

1. REFLECT
As I will discuss below, there are many sources you can turn to to find examples of goals
and standards that might appropriate for your students. There are national and state
standards as well as numerous websites such as those above with many good choices. It
is unnecessary to start from scratch. However, before you look at the work of others,
which can confine your thinking, I would highly recommend that you, as a teacher or
school or district, take some time to examine (or REFLECT upon) what you value. What
do you really want your students to know and be able to do when they leave your grade
or school?

•
•
•

•
•

What do you want students to come away with from an education at _______?
What should citizens know and be able to do?
If you are writing standards for a particular discipline, what should citizens know
and be able to do related to your discipline?
What goals and standards do you share with other disciplines?
What college preparation should you provide?
Think of a graduate or current student that particularly exemplifies the set of
knowledge and skills that will make/has made that student successful in the real
world. What knowledge and skills (related and unrelated to your discipline) does
that person possess?
Ask yourself, "above all else, we want to graduate students who can/will ........?
When you find yourself complaining about what students can't or don't do, what
do you most often identify?

As a result of this reflection, you might reach consensus on a few things you most value
and agree should be included in the standards. You might actually write a few standards.
Or, you might produce a long list of possible candidates for standards. I do not believe
there is a particular product you need to generate as a result of the reflection phase.
Rather, you should move on to Step 2 (Review) when you are clear about what is most
important for your students to learn. For example, reflection and conversation with many
of the stakeholders for education led the Maryland State Department of Education to
identify the Skills for Success it believes are essential for today's citizens. Along with
content standards, the high school assessment program in Maryland will evaluate how
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•
•
•

•
•
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your state goals and standards
relevant national goals and standards
other state and local standards already created
o check out the site mentioned above - Putnam Valley
your existing goals and standards if you have any
other sources that may be relevant (e.g., what employers want, what colleges
want)

descriptions and language that capture what you said you value in Step 1
(REFLECT)
knowledge and skills not captured in the first step -- should they be included?
ways to organize and connect the important knowledge and skills

Look to
•
•

develop a good sense of the whole picture of what you want your students to
know and to do
identify for which checkpoints (grades) you want to write standards

3. WRITE
The biggest problem I have observed in standards writing among the schools and
districts I have worked with is the missing of the forest for the trees. As with many tasks,
too often we get bogged down in the details and lose track of the big picture. I cannot
emphasize enough how important it is to periodically step back and reflect upon the
process. As you write your standards, ask yourself and your colleagues guiding
questions such as
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

So, tell me again, why do we think this is important?
Realistically, are they ever going to have to know this/do this/use this?
How does this knowledge/skill relate to this standard over here?
We don't have a standard about X; is this really more important than X?
Can we really assess this? Should we assess it?
Is this knowledge or skill essential for becoming a productive citizen? How? Why?
Is this knowledge or skill essential for college preparation?
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Yes, you may annoy your colleagues with these questions (particularly if you ask them
repeatedly as I would advocate), but you will end up with a better set of standards that
will last longer and provide a stronger foundation for the steps that follow in the creation
of performance assessments.
Having said that, let's get down to the details. I will offer suggestions for writing specific
standards by a) listing some common guidelines for good standards and b) modeling the
development of a couple standards much as I would if I were working one-on-one with
an educator.

Guidelines for Writing Standards
GUIDELINE #1: For a standard to be amenable to assessment, it must be observable
and measurable. For example, a standard such as
"Students will correctly add two-digit numbers"
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For example, the Illinois Learning Standards for social science lists "Understand
political systems, with an emphasis on the United States" as a goal. That is a goal
addressed throughout an entire course, semester or multiple courses. The goal is broken
down into six standards including "Understand election processes and responsibilities of
citizens." That standard describes what might typically be taught in one section of a
course or one unit. Furthermore, I feel I could adequately capture a student's
understanding and application of that standard in one or two assessments. However, I do
not believe I could get a full and rich sense of a student's grasp of the entire goal without
a greater number and variety of classroom measures. On the other hand, the standard,
"understand election processes and responsibilities of citizens," would not typically be
taught in just one or two lessons, so it is broader than an objective. Hence, it best fits
the category of a standard as that term is commonly used.
Another tendency to avoid that can inflate the breadth of a standard and make it more
difficult to assess is the coupling of two or more standards in a single statement. This
most commonly occurs with the simple use of the conjunction "and." For example, a
statement might read
Students will compare and contrast world political systems and analyze the
relationships and tensions between different countries.

is observable and measurable. However, a standard such as
"Students will understand how to add two-digit numbers"
is not observable and measurable. You cannot observe understanding directly, but you
can observe performance. Thus, standards should include a verb phrase that captures
the direct demonstration of what students know and are able to do.
Some bad examples:

Although these two competencies are related, each one stands alone as a distinct
standard. Additionally, a standard should be assessable by one or two measures. Do I
always want to assess these abilities together? I could, but it restricts my options and
may not always be appropriate. It would be better to create two standards.
Students will compare and contrast world political systems.
Students will analyze the relationships and tensions between different countries.

Students will develop their persuasive writing skills.

In contrast, the use of "and" might be more appropriate in the following standard:

Students will gain an understanding of pinhole cameras.

Students will find and evaluate information relevant to the topic.

Rewritten as good examples:

In this case, the two skills are closely related, often intertwined and often assessed
together.

Students will write an effective persuasive essay.

Too Narrow

Students will use pinhole cameras to create paper positives and negatives.
GUIDELINE #2: A standard is typically more narrow than a goal and broader than an
objective. (See the section on Standards for a fuller discussion of this distinction.)
Too Broad
Of course, the line between goals and standards and objectives will be fuzzy. There is no
easy wasy to tell where one begins and another one ends. Similarly, some standards will
be broader than others. But, generally, a standard is written too broadly if
•
•
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it cannot be reasonably assessed with just one or two assessments
(for content standards) it covers at least half the subject matter of a course or a
semester
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A possible objective falling under the social science standard mentioned above that a
lesson or two might be built around would be "students will be able to describe the
evolution of the voter registration process in this country." This statement would typically
be too narrow for a standard because, again, it addresses a relatively small portion of the
content of election processes and citizen responsibilities, and because it could be
meaningfully assessed in one essay question on a test. Of course, you might give the
topic more attention in your government course, so what becomes an objective versus a
standard can vary. Also, it is important to note that standards written for larger entities
such as states or districts tend to be broader in nature than standards written by
individual teachers for their classrooms. A U.S. government teacher might identify 5-15
essential ideas and skills for his/her course and voter registration might be one of them.
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As you can see, each of these distinctions and labels are judgment calls. It is more
important that you apply the labels consistently than that you use a specific label.
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Educator: How is this for a standard:
I will teach my students what the main themes of Romeo and Juliet are.

Note: You may have noticed that the Illinois Learning Standard that I have been using as
an example violates Guideline #1 above -- it uses the verb understand instead of
something observable. The Illinois Standards avoids this "problem" in most cases.
However, the State addresses it more directly by writing its "benchmark standards" in
more observable language. For example, under the general standard "understand
election processes and responsibilities of citizens" it states that by early high school (a
benchmark) students will be able to "describe the meaning of participatory citizenship
(e.g., volunteerism, voting) at all levels of government and society in the United States."
GUIDELINE #3: A standard should not include mention of the specific task by which
students will demonstrate what they know or are able to do.
For example, in a foreign language course students might be asked to
Identify cultural differences and similarities between the student's own culture and
the target culture using a Venn diagram.
The statement should have left off the last phrase "using a Venn diagram." Completing a
Venn diagram is the task the teacher will use to identify if students meet the
standard. How the student demonstrates understanding or application should not be
included with what is to be understood or applied. By including the task description in the
standard, the educator is restricted to only using that task to measure the standard
because that is what the standard requires. But there are obviously other means of
assessing the student's ability to compare and contrast cultural features. So, separate
the description of the task from the statement of what the student should know or be
able to do; do not include a task in a standard.

Me: First, standards describe what students should know and do, not what the teacher
will do. So, standards typically begin, "Students will ...."
Educator: So, I could change it to
Students will know the main themes of Romeo and Juliet.
Me: Yes, that would be a more appropriate way to begin your standard. Standards also
should describe observable and measurable behavior on the student's part so that we can
assess it. "Knowing" is not something you can directly observe. So, ask yourself "how
could they show me they know?"
Educator: Well, I could have them write a paper explaining the main themes. Maybe I
could write a standard saying
Students will write a paper explaining the main themes of Romeo and Juliet.
Me: Can you observe "explaining"?
Educator: Yes, I think so.
Me: Yes, so that verb is a good one for a standard. Are there other ways a student could
explain the themes to you besides in a paper?
Educator: Sure. They could do it in a speech, or a poster or on an exam.

GUIDELINE #4: Standards should be written clearly.
GUIDELINE #5: Standards should be written in language that students and parents can
understand.
Share your expectations with all constituencies. Students, parents and the community
will feel more involved in the process of education. Standards are not typically written in
language that early elementary students can always understand, but the standards (your
expectations) can be explained to them.

Me: Good. You don't want to limit yourself in how you might assess this understanding.
So, you usually want to avoid including an assignment or task in your standard.
Otherwise, you always have to assign a paper to meet that standard.
Educator: I could say
Students will explain the themes of Romeo and Juliet.
Me: Yes, that is observable and clear. It effectively describes the student learning you
said you wanted at the beginning. But let's go back to the main question. You always
want to ask yourself "why would I want my students to meet this standard?" Why do you
want them to be able to explain the themes of Romeo and Juliet?

Workshop: Writing a Good Standard
In the "workshops" sprinkled throughout this website I will attempt to capture (and
model) the process I follow when assisting someone or some group in developing
standards or authentic tasks or rubrics. For this workshop, I will begin with an initial draft
of a standard and work with an imaginary educator towards a final product. You can "play
along at home" by imagining how you would respond to the educator or to me.

Educator: Well, I want my students to be able to pick up a piece of literature and be
able to tell what the author's main ideas are, and to find some meaning in it for them.

Somewhere in the Smoky Mountains .... (hey, it's my workshop; I'll host it where I like!)

Educator: Yes, we just always teach Romeo and Juliet.
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Me: So, you want to identify what really matters to you, what you really want the
students to come away with. Typically, that will go beyond one piece of literature or one
author. So, you want to write a standard more generically so that you can choose from a
variety of literature and still develop the same knowledge and skills in your students.

Students will explain the relationships between several literary elements (e.g., theme,
character, setting, plot) ....

Educator: I see. That makes sense. I could say

Me: Yes, you can do anything you want in writing a standard as long as it captures
significant learning you value and is written in a manner that can be assessed.

Educator: You can do that in a standard?

Students will be able to identify themes across a variety of literature.
Me: Very good. But now I am going to be tough on you. I imagine there are some fourth
grade teachers who would tell me they have that same standard for their readers. Is the
skill of "identifying a theme" really something your ninth and tenth grade students are
learning in your classes or do they come to you with that ability?
Educator: Well, they should have it when they get to me, but many of them still can't
identify a theme very well. And, now I am asking them to do it with a more sophisticated
piece of literature than fourth graders read.
Me: So, it is certainly appropriate that your students continue to review and develop that
skill. But would you hope that your students understanding of theme goes beyond simply
being able to identify it in a piece?
Educator: Sure. I would like my students to understand the relationship now between
theme and character development and plot and setting and how all of those work to
shape the piece.
Me: And why does any of that matter? Why should they learn that?

Educator: But there are some elements, like theme, that I would always want them to
understand.
Me: Then you can say "several literary elements including theme, character, setting, and
plot ...."
Educator: That's better. So, how about this?
Students will explain relationships between and among literary elements including
character, plot, setting, theme, conflict and resolution and their influence on the
effectiveness of the literary piece.
Me: Very nice! Is it realistic?
Educator: Yes, I think so.
Me: Is it something worth learning?
Educator: Definitely.

Educator: Well, like I said before, I want them to be able to pick up a play or story and
make sense of what the author is trying to communicate so they can make some
personal connections to it and hopefully make some more sense of their lives. Also, I
hope they realize that literature is another way they can communicate with others. So,
by learning the techniques of Shakespeare and others they can learn how to express
themselves effectively and creatively. Maybe those should be my standards, making
sense of the world and communicating effectively, or are those too broad?

Me: Can you assess it?
Educator: Oh yes, there would be a lot of ways. So.... are we done?
Me: Yes. You have developed an excellent standard.
Educator: That was a lot of work.

Me: Those are too broad for standards. Those sound like your overall goals for your
course. But you could not easily assess such goals in one or two measures. You want to
break them down into several standards that capture the key components of your goals
and that are amenable to assessment. So, let's go back to your statement about the
relationship of theme to the other elements of literature. It's not that being able to
identify a theme is a useless skill. But you want your students to go beyond that. How
can we frame what you said as a standard?

Me: Yes. It is not easy to write good standards. But, after you have done a few the rest
will come more easily.
Educator: (with a touch of sarcasm) Oh, sure.

Educator: How about
Students will explain the relationships between theme, character, setting ...
Do I need to list all the literary elements I cover?
Me: You could. Or, if that might change from one year to another you could say
something like
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one might do in an essay answer replicates a real-world skill one frequently uses. On the
other hand, answering a question such as

Step 2: Select an Authentic Task

Which of the following is a geographical consequence of the Revolutionary War?
Note: Before you begin this section I would recommend you read the section on
Authentic Tasks to learn about characteristics and types of authentic tasks.
Starting from Scratch: Look at Your Standards
Starting from Scratch: Look at the Real World

a.
b.
c.
d.
requires students to select a response, not construct one. And, circling a correct answer
is not a significant challenge that workers or citizens commonly face in the real world.

Workshop: Creating an Authentic Task
If you completed Step 1 (identify your standards) successfully, then the remaining three
steps, particularly this one, will be much easier. With each step it is helpful to return to
your goals and standards for direction. For example, imagine that one of your standards
is

So, yes, it can be that easy to construct an authentic assessment. In fact, you probably
recognize that some of your current assessments are authentic or performance-based
ones. Moreover, I am guessing that you feel you get a better sense of your students'
ability to apply what they have learned through your authentic assessments than from
your traditional assessments.

Students will describe the geographic, economic, social and political consequences of the
Revolutionary War.
In Step 2, you want to find a way students can demonstrate that they are fully capable of
meeting the standard. The language of a well-written standard can spell out what a task
should ask students to do to demonstrate their mastery of it. For the above standard it is
as simple as saying the task should ask students to describe the geographic, economic,
social and political consequences of the Revolutionary War. That might take the form of
an analytic paper you assign, a multimedia presentation students develop (individually or
collaboratively), a debate they participate in or even an essay question on a test.

Starting from Scratch?: Look at your Standards
What if you do not currently have an authentic assessment for a particular standard?
How do you create one from scratch? Again, start with your standard. What does it ask
your students to do? A good authentic task would ask them to demonstrate what the
standard expects of students. For example, the standard might state that students will
solve problems involving fractions using addition, subtraction, multiplication and division.

"Are those all authentic tasks?"
Yes, because each one a) asks students to construct their own responses and b)
replicates meaningful tasks found in the real world.
"Even an essay question on a test? I thought the idea of Authentic Assessment was to
get away from tests."
First, authentic assessment does not compete with traditional assessments like tests.
Rather, they complement each other. Each typically serves different assessment needs,
so a combination of the two is often appropriate. Second, if you read the section
on Authentic Tasks I mentioned above (and I am beginning to doubt you did :-), then
you will recall that essay questions fall near the border between traditional and authentic
assessments. Specifically, essay questions are constructed-response items. That is, in
response to a prompt, students construct an answer out of old and new knowledge. Since
there is no one exact answer to these prompts, students are constructing new knowledge
that likely differs slightly or significantly from that constructed by other students.
Typically, constructed response prompts are narrowly conceived, delivered at or near the
same time a response is expected and are limited in length. However, the fact that
students must construct new knowledge means that at least some of their thinking must
be revealed. As opposed to selected response items, the teachers gets to look inside the
head a little with constructed response answers. Furthermore, explaining or analyzing as
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Teachers commonly ask students to do just that -- solve problems involving fractions.
That is an authentic task.
See an example of the process of creating an authentic task from a standard in
the workshopbelow.

Starting from Scratch?: Look at the Real World
But what if you want a more engaging task for your students? A second method of
developing an authentic task from scratch is by asking yourself "where would they use
these skills in the real world?" For computing with fractions teachers have asked students
to follow recipes, order or prepare pizzas, measure and plan the painting or carpeting of
a room, etc. Each of these tasks is not just an instructional activity; each can also be an
authentic assessment.
See more examples of authentic tasks.
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the assignment. But I want my students to begin acquiring all the skills of self-evaluation
so I wrote the standard with that in mind.

In the "workshops" sprinkled throughout this website I will attempt to capture (and
model) the process I follow when assisting someone or some group in developing
standards or authentic tasks or rubrics. For this workshop, I will begin with a particular
skill an imaginary educator would like to develop and assess in her second grade
students, and we will work towards an authentic means of assessing the skill. You can
"play along at home" by imagining how you would respond to the educator or to me.
Somewhere in Vienna .... (hey, it's my workshop; I'll host it where I like!)
Educator: I often get frustrated when my students constantly ask me whether they think
their work is any good or not, or when they ask me if I think they are finished with some
task. I want them to learn to judge those things for themselves. I need to teach more of
that. But I have no idea how I would measure something like that. Is that really an
authentic skill, and could I really assess it?
Me: No and no. Let's go have some Sachertorte. Just kidding. First, is it authentic? Do
you ever find yourself needing to reflect on your own work, to figure out what is working
and what is not, to make changes when necessary, or to decide when you have finished
something?
Educator: Of course. I do that all the time as a teacher, like when I am working on a
lesson plan. I do that in a lot of situations, or I wouldn't get much better at whatever I
am working on.
Me: That point is well supported by a recent article from Wiggins and McTighe (2006)
entitled, "Examining the teaching life," in which they describe how educators can
reflect upon their work "in light of sound principles about how learning works." So, it
certainly is an authentic skill. Authentic tasks do not have to be large, complex projects.
Most mental behaviors are small, brief "tasks" such as deciding between two choices, or
interpreting a political cartoon, or finding a relationship between two or more concepts.
Thus, many authentic tasks we give our students can and should be small and brief,
whether they are for practicing some skill or assessing students on it.
Educator: But are second graders too young to evaluate their own work?
Me: No, teachers can and have begun developing this skill in kindergarteners. As with
anything, start simple and small.
As you may know, considering how to assess such a skill in the classroom usually begins
by referring to your standards. Did you write a standard addressing the skill you
described?
Educator: Yes. In fact, I completed your absolutely fabulous "Writing a good
standard" workshop. So, see what you think of what I came up with.

Me: I think that is a reasonable standard. Your standard may be broad in some sense,
but I notice that you are limiting it to evaluating the students' work, not their behavior.
As you probably know, some teachers ask their students to evaluate their
own behavior during the day. For example, students are asked to assess how well they
are contributing to the class, staying on task, avoiding or resolving conflicts with others,
etc. I think the scope of your standard is appropriate and manageable. So, let's go with
that standard. If you need to change it as we consider the tasks you always can. Nothing
in assessment is written in stone.
Now, second, can you assess it? "Evaluate" is an observable verb. But, what does
"evaluate their own work" actually look like when people are doing it?
Educator: When I think of evaluating one's own work or self-assessing I think of things
like
•
•
•

judging the quality of one's work
identifying one's strengths and weaknesses
finding errors and correcting them when necessary

Me: Those are very good examples. Other ways of saying much the same thing include
•
•
•

comparing one's work against specific criteria or standard (which is similar to
judging its quality)
or comparing it to past work or the work of others
reflecting upon one's work:
o does it meet the goal(s)?
o in other words, have I finished yet?
o where are there discrepancies between the goal(s) and one's current piece
of work?
o what do I need to improve?
o am I making progress?

Notice in our list of skills that with the exception of correcting them when necessary all of
the statements focus on identifying how well one is performing and not on the next step
of identifying strategies for improvement or addressing one's weaknesses. Although
correcting one's errors or devising strategies for improvement follows logically from
identifying those errors or weaknesses, the two sets of skills can be considered, taught
and assessed independently of each other. So, I think it makes sense for you to limit
your focus to the first step of evaluating one's work. Given that, which of the evaluation
skills do you want your students to develop?
Educator: All of them really.
Me: There is quite a bit of overlap or redundancy in the list we created. Can you
consolidate those skills into two or three that you would like to focus on here?

Students will evaluate their own work.
Is that okay? I know it is rather broad. I could have chosen more specific elements of
self-assessment such as identifying errors in their work or judging if they have completed

Educator: Well, as I mentioned before, I would like my students to stop asking me or
their parents or others all the time if their work is any good. Sometimes they will need to
check with others. But, I want them to be able to determine if their work is any good for

Compiled by Assoc. Prof. Dr. J.J. HP: 0193551621;
http://drjj.uitm.edu.my

Compiled by Assoc. Prof. Dr. J.J. HP: 0193551621;
http://drjj.uitm.edu.my

Page 21 of 67

6/23/2010

Page 22 of 67

6/23/2010

ISO 9001 : 2000 ( NO SIJIL : 404074)

Copyright 2010, Jon Mueller. Professor of Psychology, North Central College,
Naperville, IL. Comments, questions or suggestions about this website should be sent
to the author, Jon Mueller, at jfmueller@noctrl.edu.

http://drjj.uitm.edu.my

themselves, whether that means being able to compare their work against a set of
criteria or a rubric I might give them or just knowing what "good" looks like for a
particular task. Related to that, I would like my students to be able to judge when they
are "done" with a task. Yes, I want them to recognize when the minimum requirements
have been met, but I also want them to judge when they have produced something
worthwhile.
Me: Very good. We should not have too much difficulty thinking of tasks you could assign
your students that will indicate whether or not they are acquiring those skills.
Educator: First, I want to check on something: Just because I have a standard for
something, do I have to assess it?
Me: Only the most essential understandings and skills should be captured in your
standards. Thus, if it is important enough to include in your standards you will want to
know if your students are meeting those goals. You will want to assess it. On the other
hand, there may be skills that you would like to promote or encourage in your students,
but you don't consider them critical. So, you don't have to assess them. However, if this
is a skill you would really like to teach and develop in your students...
Educator: It is...
Me: Then you will want to assess it, which brings us back to your original question. How
can you assess the skill described in your standard: Students will evaluate their own
work? Let's start with the first skill you described: Judging the quality of their own work.
To get you started, here are a few possible options:
•
•
•
•
•

applying the rubric for a specific task to their own work on that task (click
here to see some elementary level examples)
applying a generic self-assessment rubric applicable to most tasks to their work
on a specific task
applying a generic self-assessment rubric applicable to most tasks to a collection
of student work over a period of time
identifying strengths and/or weaknesses in their work on a task or across a
collection of work
answering some open-ended questions about their work such as
o what do you like about your work on ________?
o what did you find difficult/easy?
o what still needs improvement?
o what do you need more help with?
o what do you still need to learn more about for this task?
o what did you discover about yourself as you worked on this task?
o if you had 24 more hours to work on this task, what changes would you
make?

So, pick one of these and flesh it out to give me a task that would work in your class. You
have 30 seconds.
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Educator: What?!? Okay, um, how about ... I got it! I borrowed the Fairy Tale
Letter task from your Toolbox developed by Debra Crooks and Kate Trtan. They created
a good rubric for the task. So, I could do the following with my students:
1. Assign my students the Fairy Tale Letter task with a certain time or date for
completion of a draft. I will give them the rubric before they begin the task.
2. When the students have written a draft of the letter, I will ask them to review the
rubric.
3. Then I will ask them to review their letter draft.
4. Next, I will ask them to circle the descriptor that best fits their letter for each
criterion.
5. Then I will collect their drafts and rubrics on which they circled the descriptors.
6. I will judge how well they have applied the rubric to their drafts.
7. Finally, I will return their drafts and rubrics so they can complete the letter.
Me: That's a good start.
Educator: Uh oh. I know what that means when you say "a good start."
Me: I mean that you have described a very good framework for assessing selfassessment in this manner. I just think your task needs a little tweaking. In fact, we
need to do the very thing you are asking your students to do: Evaluate the quality of
your work. How do you think you judge the quality of a task you have created, adapted
or borrowed?
Educator: The task should align with the standard. So, first, I want to make sure I am
really assessing whether or not students are evaluating their own work. Of course, it
looks good to me -- I wrote it! So, how can I try to more objectively evaluate the task?
Me: A good strategy for evaluating a task is to imagine possible student performance on
the task and see if you can really determine whether the standard was met or not. For
example, if this is the rubric,
Criteria

5

3

1

Correctly
Parts of a used all
letter
parts of a
letter

Omitted one part of a
letter

Omitted more than one
part of a letter

Number At least
of
five
sentences sentences

Used four sentences

Used fewer than four
sentences

Complete
sentences
Sentence
with
structure
correct
mechanics

Sentences are
Sentences are
incompleteormechanics incompleteandmechanics
errors
errors

Voice
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Used character voice
Used character voice
throughout most of the throughout little of the
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variations) should give you some useful information and provide some good practice in
the skill of self-assessment.

throughout
entire
letter

imagine a student scored himself a 5 (correctly used all parts of a letter) for the "parts of
a letter" criterion, a 5 for number of sentences, a 3 for sentence structure, and a 5 for
voice on his draft. When you look at the student's draft, you score him a 3, 5, 3, 3. What
have you learned about how well this student can evaluate his own work?
Educator: Well, I can tell that the student recognized that most of the parts of the letter
were there, but he missed one part. Also, he correctly realized that he included five
sentences. He appears to be aware that there were some incomplete sentences or
mechanical errors, but I cannot tell which errors he identified. Finally, the student did not
seem to realize that his character lost its voice in a few places.
Me: That's a possible interpretation of the student's ratings. Is it also possible that the
student just guessed and happened to agree with you on some criteria by chance?
Educator: I guess that's possible, too. How could I tell if he just guessed?

However, if you want to draw more valid inferences about how well the students are
meeting your standard, you will need to collect evidence that more clearly indicates how
well your students are evaluating their own work. Earlier, you said you could help
determine if students were just guessing when they applied the rubric by asking them
follow-up questions. How might we include such questions as part of the task?
Educator: For a more formal assessment, I could give the students the rubric at the top
of a sheet with a few questions at the bottom. After they apply the rubric to their drafts,
the students could be directed to answer the questions. For example, I could give them
one of the following sheets:
1)
Review the rubric below.
Then review your draft of the fairy tale letter.
Circle the descriptors (such as "correctly used all parts of a letter") that
best describe your draft.
Finally, answer the questions below the rubric.
The Rubric

Me: I was about to ask you that. If you were there with the student, what would you do
to find out?
Educator: I would just ask him: Why did you circle "Correctly used all parts of a letter"
for that criterion?

For each criterion in the rubric above, explain why you circled the level (5,
3, or 1) you did.
Parts of a letter

Me: Then you can make that question part of your assessment. But, before we consider
how you might incorporate that formally into your assessment, let's go back to the way
you originally described it. Simply asking your students to apply the rubric to their drafts
is a good task in itself. It may not tell you formally whether or not they are meeting the
standard, but it serves as good practice for this skill. And with any skill, you would want
to give them feedback on it. So, you could give them your ratings on the rubric and ask
them to compare them with their own. With second graders, it may not be very helpful
just to see your ratings without some assistance. But you could

Number of sentences

Sentence structure
•

•

•

meet with some or all of your students individually to share your ratings and ask
some questions like you mentioned (they can also be invited to ask you questions
about how you arrived at your ratings so you can model that thought process)
assign the students to pairs in which they help each other compare their ratings to
yours to see if they can figure out why there is a discrepancy for one or more of
the criteria
ask them to pick one criterion where your rating differed from theirs and then
carefully review their draft for that criterion again

Voice

By simply asking your students to apply the rubric and examining their ratings you will
get some sense of how well they are judging their own work. You may notice certain
patterns such as they all seem to be able to determine if they have included enough
sentences, but they are quite poor at judging whether their character has used a
consistent voice. So, as an informal assessment, I think your task (and its many possible
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Then, you would walk through the rubric with your students to illustrate how to apply the
rubric. You could model it yourself, or you could invite their participation in the process.
Similarly, asking students to apply a rubric to someone else's work, whether another
student's in the class or a mock sample you provide them, should also provide good
practice.

Review the rubric below.
Then review your draft of the fairy tale letter.
Circle the descriptors (such as "correctly used all parts of a letter") that
best describe your draft.
Finally, answer the questions below the rubric.

Alternatively, some teachers provide students with samples of what specific descriptors
might look like. For example, you might share examples of what a 5 or a 3 or a 1 looks
like for the criterion of Voice for the Fairy Tale Letter task.

The Rubric
Of course, even if students take the task seriously and attempt to fairly judge their work,
they still may have great difficulty doing so. For example, one of the criteria in the above
rubric is "sentence structure," and applying that criterion means judging if the sentences
are complete and the mechanics are free from errors. That is not always easy for good
writers; how will weak writers know? An interesting article by Dunning et al.
(2003) entitled, "Why people fail to recognize their own incompetence," describes
research finding that "...poor performers are doubly cursed: Their lack of skill deprives
them not only of the ability to produce correct responses, but also of the expertise
necessary to surmise that they are not producing them" (p. 83). Thus, before many of
our students can effectively evaluate their own work we need to equip them with the
meta-cognitive skills of thinking about how they would accomplish that task.

Which rating that you just circled in the rubric do you feel mostconfident
about? Tell me why.

Which rating that you just circled in the rubric do you feel leastconfident
about? Tell me why.

In other words, how would good or weak writers determine if their writing contains
mechanical errors? If they cannot do that, they cannot yet apply that criterion in the
rubric. So, another question we might ask a second grader or a sixth grader or a high
school senior when applying a rubric to a task is

3)
Review the rubric below.
Then review your draft of the fairy tale letter.
Circle the descriptors (such as "correctly used all parts of a letter") that
best describe your draft.
Finally, answer the question below the rubric.

•

How will you determine which level of that criterion applies to your work?

Of course, the easy answer to that is "ask my teacher," and we are back where we
started this whole discussion! But, if we teach and model the meta-cognitive strategies
underlying good self-assessment, then eventually we should get some intelligent answers
to that question, and better self-assessment, and better performance.

The Rubric
Pick one criterion that you rated the lowest in the rubric above. What could
you do in your letter draft to move you up to the next level in the rubric for
that criterion?

So, what do you think? Could you feasibly assess how well your students could evaluate
their own work?
Educator: I think so. At least I am much more confident about it than when we started.
It will definitely take a lot of practice and feedback and reflection.

Me: Those are very good questions. I would feel more confident about assessing a
student's ability to evaluate his work if, in addition to completing the rubric, he also had
to answer one or more of those questions. You will have made his thinking visible so you
can more easily discern whether he arrived at his answer through guessing or through
genuine reflection on his level of performance.
Engaging in such self-assessment, particularly with some thoughtful reflection, is not an
easy task by any means, and particularly not for second graders. Skill development
requires careful scaffolding. So, we must assume that administering an assessment such
as one of these for your students would come only after considerable practice with the
skill. Furthermore, practice should follow significant teacher modeling. For example, you
could write a fairy tale letter, intentionally including some stronger and weaker parts.
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Me: Is it worth the time?
Educator: Definitely. Instead of spending all that time asking my students to learn to
apply criteria to their work and then giving them assessments on it, I could have them
devote more time to working on their fairy tale letter, for example. But, in the long run, I
believe they will produce better work if they can confidently critique it themselves, they
will acquire a truly valuable skill that they can apply to almost every facet of their lives,
and I may even save time if they become more efficient at producing good work.
Me: You sold me. But, you know what? We are not done yet. Eons ago, or whenever we
started this conversation, you also said you would like your students to acquire a related
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ability: The ability to judge when their work is "done." We will try to keep this brief, but
let's see if we can come up with a task or two to assess that skill.
Educator: Okay. Your turn. You've got 15 seconds. Go!
Me: What?!?!? My...mind...is...blank...oh, here we go. Before students turn in a
particular assignment, and, perhaps, after reviewing the assignment rubric, give them
one of the following sheets:
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questions, and I would give my students plenty of practice, feedback and opportunity for
reflection on these skills. The tasks we created should help me teach my students selfassessment skills and provide me a tool for assessing the standard. So, are we done
here?
Me: One more thing... We created some possible tasks, but for a formal assessment of
the skill you would need some way to score your students' performance.
Educator: A rubric?

Have you completed the requirements of Assignment X?
Yes

Me: That's one possibility. Authentic assessments are not required to include a rubric;
some do, some don't. But we will save rubrics for a rubric workshop. To get your thinking
started in that direction I just want to ask you to briefly identify a few of the criteria you
would look for in your students' efforts on these tasks. What would be the characteristics
of good performance on your first self-assessment task that you might measure?

No

If not, what do you still need to do to complete the assignment?

Educator: I would probably look for the following indicators:
•
•
•

Me: Very nice. We're done! Oh, could you grab that sheet of paper on the table.

Have you completed Assignment X well?
Yes

Did the students select the appropriate descriptors in the rubric for their drafts?
For the first two sheets, did they provide reasonable justification for their choices?
Or, for the last sheet, did their answer indicate a good grasp of their deficiencies?

Educator: What is it?

No

Me: It's my Sachertorte rubric. I like to hit four or five Viennese restaurants or hotels
and compare. It's research!

If you said Yes, how do you know it is finished and it is done well?

If you said No, how do you know it is not finished or not yet done well?
or
If you said No, what still needs to be improved?
or
If you said No, how will you know when it is done well?

Educator: At this point, my students would have a hard time answering those questions.
Yet, as you said, you have to start somewhere. I could definitely model answers to those
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Example
2:
This
comes
from
the Mathematics collection.
There
were six
standards addressed to some degree by this authentic task. The standards are: Students
will be able to

Step 3: Identify the Criteria for the Task

•
•
•
•
•
•

Examples of Criteria
Characteristics of a Good Criterion
How Many Criteria do you Need for a Task?

measure quantities using appropriate units, instruments, and methods;
setup and solve proportions;
develop scale models;
estimate amounts and determine levels of accuracy needed;
organize materials;
explain their thought process.

The authentic task used to assess these standards in a geometry class was the following:

Time for a Quiz!

Rearrange the Room
Criteria: Indicators of good performance on a task
In Step 1, you identified what you want your students to know and be able to do. In Step
2, you selected a task (or tasks) students would perform or produce to demonstrate that
they have met the standard from Step 1. For Step 3, you want to ask "What does good
performance on this task look like?" or "How will I know they have done a good job on
this task?" In answering those questions you will be identifying the criteria for good
performance on that task. You will use those criteria to evaluate how well students
completed the task and, thus, how well they have met the standard or standards.

Examples
Example 1: Here is a standard from the Special Education collection of examples:
The student will conduct banking transactions.
The authentic task this teacher assigned to students to assess the standard was to
make deposits, withdrawals or cash checks at a bank.
To identify the criteria for good performance on this task, the teacher asked herself "what
would good performance on this task look like?" She came up with seven essential
characteristics for successful completion of the task:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Selects needed form (deposit, withdrawal)
Fills in form with necessary information
Endorses check
Locates open teller
States type of transaction
Counts money to be deposited to teller
Puts money received in wallet
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Procedure:
1. You first need to measure the dimensions of the floor space in the room you want
to rearrange, including the location and dimensions of all doors and windows. You
also need to measure the amount of floor space occupied by each item of furniture
in the room. These dimensions should all be explicitly listed.
2. Then use the given proportion to find the scale dimensions of the room and all the
items.
3. Next you will make a scale blueprint of the room labeling where all windows and
doors are on poster paper.
4. You will also make scale drawings of each piece of furniture on a cardboard sheet
of paper, and these models need to be cut out.
5. Then you will arrange the model furniture where you want it on your blueprint,
and tape them down.
6. You will finally write a brief explanation of why you believe the furniture should be
arranged the way it is in your model.
7. Your models and explanations will be posted in the room and the class will vote on
which setup is the best.
Finally, the criteria which the teacher identified as indicators of good performance on the
Rearrange the Room task were:
•
•
•
•
•
•

If students meet these criteria then they have performed well on the task and, thus, have
met the standard or, at least, provided some evidence of meeting the standard.
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You want to rearrange the furniture in some room in your house, but your parents do not
think it would be a good idea. To help persuade your parents to rearrange the furniture
you are going to make a two dimensional scale model of what the room would ultimately
look like.

6/23/2010

accuracy of calculations;
accuracy of measurements on the scale model;
labels on the scale model;
organization of calculations;
neatness of drawings;
clear explanations.

(But how well does a student have to perform on each of these criteria to do well on the
task? We will address that question in Step 4: Create the Rubric.)
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You may have noticed in the second example that some of the standards and some of the
criteria sounded quite similar. For example, one standard said students will be able
to develop scale models, and two of the criteria were accurary of measurements on the
scale model and labels on the scale model. Is this redundant? No, it means that your
criteria are aligned with your standards. You are actually measuring on the task what you
said you valued in your standards.

ISO 9001 : 2000 ( NO SIJIL : 404074)

•

Characteristics of a Good Criterion
•

So, what does a good criterion (singular of criteria) look like? It should be
•
•
•
•
•

a clearly stated;
brief;
observable;
statement of behavior;
written in language students understand.

Additionally, make sure each criterion is distinct. Although the criteria for a single task
will understandably be related to one another, there should not be too much overlap
between them. Are you really looking for different aspects of performance on the task
with the different criteria, or does one criterion simply rephrase another one? For
example, the following criteria might be describing the same behavior depending on what
you are looking for:
•
•

fine. But, generally, assessment will be more feasible and meaningful if you focus
on the important characteristics of the task. Typically, you will have fewer than 10
criteria for a task, and many times it might be as few as three or four.
You do not have to assess everything on every task. For example, you might
value correct grammar and spelling in all writing assignments, but you do not
have to look for those criteria in every assignment. You have made it clear to your
students that you expect good grammar and spelling in every piece of writing, but
you only check for it in some of them. That way, you are assessing those
characteristics in the students' writing and you are sending the message that you
value those elements, but you do not take the time of grading them on every
assignment.
Smaller, less significant tasks typically require fewer criteria. For short
homework or in-class assignments you might only need a quick check on the
students' work. Two or three criteria might be sufficient to judge the
understanding or application you were after in that task. Less significant tasks
require less precision in your assessment than larger, more comprehensive tasks
that are designed to assess significant progress toward multiple standards.

Ask. Ask yourself; you have to apply the criteria. Do they make sense to you? Can you
distinguish one from another? Can you envision examples of each? Are they all worth
assessing?
Ask your students. Do they make sense to them? Do they understand their relationship
to the task? Do they know how they would use the criteria to begin their work? To check
their work?

If you have assigned a certain task before, review previous student work. Do these
criteria capture the elements of what you considered good work? Are you missing
anything essential?

presenter keeps the audience's attention
presenter makes eye contact with the audience

Like standards, criteria should be shared with students before they begin a task so they
know the teacher's expectations and have a clearer sense of what good performance
should look like. Some teachers go further and involve the students in identifying
appropriate criteria for a task. The teacher might ask the students "What characteristics
does a good paper have?" or "What should I see in a good scale model?" or "How will I
(or anyone) know you have done a good job on this task?"

How Many Criteria do you Need for a Task?
Of course, I am not going to give you an easy answer to that question because there is
not one. But, I can recommend some guidelines.
•

http://drjj.uitm.edu.my

Ask your colleagues. Ask those who give similar assignments. Ask others who are
unfamiliar with the subject matter to get a different perspective if you like.

interpret the data
draw a conclusion from the data

Another overlap occurs when one criterion is actually a subset of another criterion. For
example, the first criterion below probably subsumes the second:
•
•

Copyright 2010, Jon Mueller. Professor of Psychology, North Central College,
Naperville, IL. Comments, questions or suggestions about this website should be sent
to the author, Jon Mueller, at jfmueller@noctrl.edu.

Limit the number of criteria; keep it to the essential elements of the
task. This is a guideline, not a rule. On a major, complex task you might choose
to have 50 different attributes you are looking for in a good performance. That's

Compiled by Assoc. Prof. Dr. J.J. HP: 0193551621;
http://drjj.uitm.edu.my

Page 33 of 67

6/23/2010

Time for a Quiz!
Do you think you could write a good criterion now? Do you think you would know a good
one when you saw one? Let's give you a couple small tasks:
Task 1: Write three criteria for a good employee at a fast-food restaurant. (There would
likely be more than three, but as a simple check I do not need to ask for more than
three. Assessments should be meaningful and manageable!)
Task 2: I have written three criteria for a good employee below. I intentionally wrote two
clear criteria (I hope) and one vague one. Can you find the vague one among the three?
Are the other two good criteria? (Yes, I wrote them so of course I think they are good
criteria. But I will let you challenge my authority just this once :-)
•
•
•

the employee is courteous
the employee arrives on time
the employee follows the sanitary guidelines
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What do you think? In my opinion, the first criterion is vague and the latter two are good
criteria. Of course, evaluating criteria is a subjective process, particularly for those you
wrote yourself. So, before I explain my rationale I would reiterate the advice above of
checking your criteria with others to get another opinion.
To me, the statement "the employee is courteous" is too vague. Courteous could mean a
lot of different things and could mean very different things to different people. I would
think the employer would want to define the behavior more specifically and with more
clearly observable language. For example, an employer might prefer:
•

the employee greets customers in a friendly manner

ISO 9001 : 2000 ( NO SIJIL : 404074)

Copyright 2010, Jon Mueller. Professor of Psychology, North Central College,
Naperville, IL. Comments, questions or suggestions about this website should be sent
to the author, Jon Mueller, at jfmueller@noctrl.edu.

http://drjj.uitm.edu.my

Step 4: Create the Rubric
Creating an Analytic Rubric
Creating a Holistic Rubric
Final Step: Checking Your Rubric

That is a more observable statement, but is that all there is to being courteous? It
depends on what you want. If that is what the employer means by courteous then that is
sufficient. Or, the employer might prefer:

Workshop: Writing a Good Rubric

the employee greets customers in a friendly manner and promptly and pleasantly
responds to their requests

Note: Before you begin this section I would recommend that you read the section
onRubrics to learn about the characteristics of a good rubric.

"Is that one or two criteria?" It depends on how detailed you want to be. If the employer
wants a more detailed set of criteria he/she can spell out each behavior as a separate
criterion. Or, he/she might want to keep "courteous" as a single characteristic to look for
but define it as two behaviors in the criterion. There is a great deal of flexibility in the
number and specificity of criteria. There are few hard and fast rules in any aspect of
assessment development. You need to make sure the assessment fits your needs. An
employer who wants a quick and dirty check on behavior will create a much different set
of criteria than one who wants a detailed record.

In Step 1 of creating an authentic assessment, you identified what you wanted your
students to know and be able to do -- your standards.

•

The second criterion above, the employee arrives on time, is sufficiently clear. It cannot
obviously name a specific time for arriving because that will change. But if the employer
has identified the specific time that an employee should arrive than "arrive on time" is
very clear. Similarly, if the employer has made clear the sanitary guidelines, then it
should be clear to the employees what it means to "follow the guidelines."
"Could I include some of that additional detail in my criteria or would it be too wordy?"
That is up to you. However, criteria are more communicable and manageable if they are
brief. The employer could include some of the definition of courteous in the criterion
statement such as
•

the employee is courteous (i.e., the employee greets customers in a friendly
manner andpromptly and pleasantly responds to their requests)

However, it is easier to state the criterion as "the employee is courteous" while explaining
to the employees exactly what behaviors that entails. Whenever the employer wants to
talk about this criterion with his/her employees he can do it more simply with this brief
statement. We will also see how rubrics are more manageable (coming up in Step 4) if
the criteria are brief.
"Can I have sub-criteria in which I break a criterion into several parts and assess each
part separately?" Yes, although that might be a matter of semantics. Each "sub-criterion"
could be called a separate criterion. But I will talk about how to handle that in the next
section "Step 4: Create the Rubric."
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In Step 2, you asked how students could demonstrate that they had met your standards.
As a result, you developed authentic tasks they could perform.
In Step 3, you identified the characteristics of good performance on the authentic task -the criteria.
Now, in Step 4, you will finish creating the authentic assessment by constructing a rubric
to measure student performance on the task. To build the rubric, you will begin with the
set of criteria you identified in Step 3. As mentioned before, keep the number of criteria
manageable. You do not have to look for everything on every assessment.
Once you have identified the criteria you want to look for as indicators of good
performance, you next decide whether to consider the criteria analytically or holistically.
(See Rubrics for a description of these two types of rubrics.)

Creating an Analytic Rubric
In an analytic rubric performance is judged separately for each criterion. Teachers assess
how well students meet a criterion on a task, distinguishing between work that effectively
meets the criterion and work that does not meet it. The next step in creating a rubric,
then, is deciding how fine such a distinction should be made for each criterion. For
example, if you are judging the amount of eye contact a presenter made with his/her
audience that judgment could be as simple as did or did not make eye contact (two levels
of performance), never, sometimes or always made eye contact (three levels), or never,
rarely, sometimes, usually, or always made eye contact (five levels).
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Generally, it is better to start small with fewer levels because it is usually harder to make
more fine distinctions. For eye contact, I might begin with three levels such as never,
sometimes and usually. Then if, in applying the rubric, I found that some students
seemed to fall in between never and sometimes, and never or sometimes did not
adequately describe the students' performance, I could add a fourth (e.g., rarely) and,
possibly, a fifth level to the rubric.
In other words, there is some trial and error that must go on to arrive at the most
appropriate number of levels for a criterion. (See the Rubric Workshop below to see more
detailed decision-making involved in selecting levels of performance for a sample rubric.)
Do I need to have the same number of levels of performance for each criterion
within a rubric?
No. You could have five levels of performance for three criteria in a rubric, three levels
for two other criteria, and four levels for another criterion, all wihtin the same rubric.
Rubrics are very flexible tools. There is no need to force an unnatural judgment of
performance just to maintain standardization within the rubric. If one criterion is a simple
either/or judgment and another criterion requires finer distinctions, then the rubric can
reflect that variation.
Here are some examples of rubrics with varying levels of performance......
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teacher provides about what good performance looks like on a task the better a student
can approach the task. Teachers benefit as well when descriptors are included. A teacher
is likely to be more objective and consistent when applying a descriptor such as "most
observations are clear and detailed" than when applying a simple label such
as "acceptable." Similarly, if more than one teacher is using the same rubric, the
specificity of the descriptors increases the chances that multiple teachers will apply the
rubric in a similar manner. When a rubric is applied more consistently and objectively it
will lead to greater reliability and validity in the results.
Assigning point values to performance on each criterion
As mentioned above, rubrics are very flexible tools. Just as the number of levels of
performance can vary from criterion to criterion in an analytic rubric, points or value can
be assigned to the rubric in a myriad of ways. For example, a teacher who creates a
rubric might decide that certain criteria are more important to the overall performance on
the task than other criteria. So, one or more criteria can be weighted more heavily when
scoring the performance. For example, in a rubric for solo auditions, a teacher might
consider five criteria: (how well students demonstrate) vocal tone, vocal technique,
rhythm, diction and musicality. For this teacher, musicality might be the most important
quality that she has stressed and is looking for in the audition. She might consider vocal
technique to be less important than musicality but more important than the other
criteria.So, she might give musicality and vocal technique more weight in her rubric. She
can assign weights in different ways. Here is one common format:

Do I need to add descriptors to each level of performance?

Rubric 1: Solo Audition

No. Descriptors are recommended but not required in a rubric. As described in Rubrics,
descriptors are the characteristics of behavior associated with specific levels of
performance for specific criteria. For example, in the following portion of an elementary
science rubric, the criteria are 1) observations are thorough, 2) predictions are
reasonable, and 3) conclusions are based on observations. Labels (limited, acceptable,
proficient) for the different levels of performance are also included. Under each label, for
each criterion, a descriptor (in brown) is included to further explain what performance at
that level looks like.

0

1

2

3

4

5

Limited

Acceptable

weight

vocal tone
vocal technique

x2

rhythm
diction
musicality

Criteria
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x3

Proficient

made good
observations

most
observations are observations
absent or vague are clear and
detailed

all observations
are clear and
detailed

made good
predictions

predictions are
absent or
irrelevant

most
predictions are
reasonable

all predictions
are reasonable

appropriate
conclusion

conclusion is
absent or
inconsistent with
observations

conclusion is
consistent with
most
observations

conclusion is
consistent with
observations

In this case, placement in the 4-point level for vocal tone would earn the student four
points for that criterion. But placement in the 4-point box for vocal technique would earn
the student 8 points, and placement in the 4-point box for musicality would earn the
student 12 points. The same weighting could also be displayed as follows:
Rubric 2: Solo Audition
NA Poor Fair Good

Very Good

Excellent

vocal tone

0

1

2

3

4

5

vocal technique

0

2

4

6

8

10

rhythm

0

1

2

3

4

5

diction

0

1

2

3

4

5

musicality

0

3

6

9

12

15

As you can imagine, students will be more certain what is expected to reach each level of
performance on the rubric if descriptors are provided. Furthermore, the more detail a
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In both examples, musicality is worth three times as many points as vocal tone, rhythm
and diction, and vocal technique is worth twice as much as each of those criteria. Pick a
format that works for you and/or your students. There is no "correct" format in the layout
of rubrics. So, choose one or design one that meets your needs.
Yes, but do I need equal intervals between the point values in a rubric?
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volume is appropriate

0

enthusiasm is evident

0

summary is accurate

0
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2
2
4

8

In this case, you have decided to give less weight to volume and enthusiasm as well as to
judge those criteria across fewer levels.

No. Say it with me one more time -- rubrics are flexible tools. Shape them to fit your
needs, not the other way around. In other words, points should be distributed across the
levels of a rubric to best capture the value you assign to each level of performance. For
example, points might be awarded on an oral presentation as follows:

So, do not feel bound by any format constraints when constructing a rubric. The rubric
should best capture what you value in performance on the authentic task. The more
accurately your rubric captures what you want your students to know and be able to do
the more valid the scores will be.

Rubric 3: Oral Presentation
Criteria
makes eye contact

never

sometimes

always

0

3

4

Creating a Holistic Rubric
In a holistic rubric, a judgment of how well someone has performed on a task considers
all the criteria together, or holistically, instead of separately as in an analytic rubric.
Thus, each level of performance in a holistic rubric reflects behavior across all the
criteria. For example, here is a holistic version of the oral presentation rubric above.

volume is appropriate

0

2

4

enthusiasm is evident

0

2

4

summary is accurate

0

4

8

In other words, you might decide that at this point in the year you would be pleased if a
presenter makes eye contact "sometimes," so you award that level of performance most
of the points available. However, "sometimes" would not be as acceptable for level of
volume or enthusiasm.

Rubric 6: Oral Presentation (Holistic)
Oral Presentation Rubric
Mastery

Here are some more examples of rubrics illustrating the flexibility of number of levels and
value you assign each level.
Rubric 4: Oral Presentation
Criteria
makes eye contact

never

sometimes

usually

0

2

4

volume is appropriate

0

4

enthusiasm is evident

0

4

summary is accurate

0

4

•
•
•
•

usually makes eye contact
volume is always appropriate
enthusiasm present throughout presentation
summary is completely accurate

Proficiency
•
•
•
•

8

usually makes eye contact
volume is usually appropriate
enthusiasm is present in most of presentation
only one or two errors in summary

In the above rubric, you have decided to measure volume and enthusiasm at two levels - never or usually -- whereas, you are considering eye contact and accuracy of summary
across three levels. That is acceptable if that fits the type of judgments you want to
make. Even though there are only two levels for volume and three levels for eye contact,
you are awarding the same number of points for a judgment of "usually" for both criteria.
However, you could vary that as well:

Developing

Rubric 5: Oral Presentation

Inadequate

Criteria
makes eye contact
Compiled by Assoc. Prof. Dr. J.J. HP: 0193551621;
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never

sometimes

usually

0

2

4
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sometimes makes eye contact
volume is sometimes appropriate
occasional enthusiasm in presentation
some errors in summary

never or rarely makes eye contact
volume is inappropriate
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make a quick, holistic judgment that carries little weight in evaluation, or
evaluate performance in which the criteria cannot be easily separated.

Quick, holistic judgments are often made for homework problems or journal assignments.
To allow the judgment to be quick and to reduce the problem illustrated in the above
rubric of fitting the best category to the performance, the number of criteria should be
limited. For example, here is a possible holistic rubric for grading homework problems.
Rubric 7: Homework Problems

++ (3 pts.)
most or all answers correct, AND
most or all work shown

at least some answers correct, AND
at least some but not most work shown

- (0 pts.)
•
•

As a final check on your rubric, you can do any or all of the following before applying it.
•
•
•
•
•

Let a colleague review it.
Let your students review it -- is it clear to them?
Check if it aligns or matches up with your standards.
Check if it is manageable.
Consider imaginary student performance on the rubric.

By the last suggestion I mean to imagine that a student had met specific levels of
performance on each criterion (for an analytic rubric). Then ask yourself if that
performance translates into the score that you think is appropriate. For example, on
Rubric 3 above, imagine a student scores
"sometimes" for eye contact (3 pts.)
"always" for volume (4 pts.)
"always" for enthusiasm (4 pts.)
"sometimes" for summary is accurate (4 pts.)

That student would receive a score of 15 points out of a possible 20 points. Does 75%
(15 out of 20) capture that performance for you? Perhaps you think a student should not
receive that high of a score with only "sometimes" for the summary. You can adjust for
that by increasing the weight you assign that criterion. Or, imagine a student apparently
put a lot of work into the homework problems but got few of them correct. Do you think
that student should receive some credit? Then you would need to adjust the holistic
homework problem rubric above. In other words, it can be very helpful to play out a
variety of performance combinations before you actually administer the rubric. It helps
you see the forest through the trees.

+ (1 pt.)
•
•

http://drjj.uitm.edu.my

Final Step: Checking Your Rubric

•
•
•
•

Homework Problem Rubric

•
•
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All of this complexity with just two criteria -- imagine if a third criterion were added to
the rubric. So, with holistic rubrics, limit the number of criteria considered, or consider
using an analytic rubric.

rarely shows enthusiasm in presentation
many errors in summary

An obvious, potential problem with applying the above rubric is that performance often
does not fall neatly into categories such as mastery or proficiency. A student might
always make eye contact, use appropriate volume regularly, occasionally show
enthusiasm and include many errors in the summary. Where you put that student in the
holistic rubric? Thus, it is recommended that the use of holistic rubrics be limited to
situations when the teacher wants to:
•
•

ISO 9001 : 2000 ( NO SIJIL : 404074)

few answers correct, OR
little or no work shown

Of course, you will never know if you really have a good rubric until you apply it. So, do
not work to perfect the rubric before you administer it. Get it in good shape and then try
it. Find out what needs to be modified and make the appropriate changes.

Although this homework problem rubric only has two criteria and three levels of
performance, it is not easy to write such a holistic rubric to accurately capture what an
evaluator values and to cover all the possible combinations of student performance. For
example, what if a student got all the answers correct on a problem assignment but did
not show any work? The rubric covers that: the student would receive a (-) because
"little or no work was shown." What if a student showed all the work but only got some of
the answers correct? That student would receive a (+) according to the rubric. All such
combinations are covered. But does giving a (+) for such work reflect what the teacher
values? The above rubric is designed to give equal weight to correct answers and work
shown. If that is not the teacher's intent then the rubric needs to be changed to fit the
goals of the teacher.

Okay, does that make sense? Are you ready to create a rubric of your own? Well, then
come into my workshop and we will build one together. I just need you to wear these
safety goggles. Regulations. Thanks.
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(For those who might be "tabularly challenged" (i.e., you have trouble making tables in
your word processor) or would just like someone else to make the rubric into a tabular
format for you, there are websites where you enter the criteria and levels of performance
and the site will produce the rubric for you.)
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Distractors: The incorrect alternatives or choices in a selected response item. (For more
see terminology for multiple-choice items.)

Mueller's* Glossary
of Authentic Assessment Terms

* I have tried to present definitions below that are consistent with the common use of
these terms. However, because some terms do not have commonly agreed upon
definitions and because, in a few cases, I think certain definitions make more sense, I am
calling this Mueller's Glossary. Use at your own risk.
Analytic Rubric: An analytic rubric articulates levels of performance for each criterion so
the teacher can assess student performance on each criterion. (For examples and a fuller
discussion, go to Rubrics.)
Authentic Assessment: A form of assessment in which students are asked to perform
real-world tasks that demonstrate meaningful application of essential knowledge and
skills. Student performance on a task is typically scored on a rubric to determine how
successfully the student has met specific standards.
Some educators choose to distinguish between authentic assessment and performance
assessment. For these educators, performance assessment meets the above definition
except that the tasks do not reflect real-world (authentic) challenges. If we are going to
ask students to construct knowledge on assessments, then virtually all such tasks should
be authentic in nature or they lose some relevance to the students. Thus, for me, this
distinction between performance and authentic assessments becomes insignificant and
unnecessary.
Consequently,
I
use authentic
assessment andperformance
assessment synonymously.
(For a fuller discussion of the different terms used to
describe this form of assessment and its distinction from "traditional" or forced-choice
assessment, go to What is Authentic Assessment?)
Authentic Task: An assignment given to students designed to assess their ability to
apply standards-driven knowledge and skills to real-world challenges. A task is
considered authentic when 1) students are asked to construct their own responses rather
than to select from ones presented; and 2) the task replicates challenges faced in the
real world. Good performance on the task should demonstrate, or partly demonstrate,
successful completion of one or more standards. The term task is often used
synonymously with the term assessment in the field of authentic assessment. (For a
fuller description of authentic tasks and for examples, go to Authentic Tasks.)

Goal: In the field of student assessment, a goal is a very broad statement of what
students should know or be able to do. Unlike a standard or an objective, a goal is often
not written in language that is amenable to assessment. Rather, the purpose for crafting
a set of goals typically is to give a brief and broad picture of what a school, district, state,
etc. expects its students will know and be able to do upon graduation. (For a fuller
description of the distinction between these types of statements and for examples of
each, go to Standards.)
Holistic Rubric: In contrast to an analytic rubric, a holistic rubric does not list separate
levels of performance for each criterion. Instead, a holistic rubric assigns a level of
performance by assessing performance across multiple criteria as a whole. (For examples
and a fuller discussion, go to Rubrics.)
Objective: Much like a goal or standard, an objective is a statement of what students
should know and be able to do. Typically, an objective is the most narrow of these
statements, usually describing what a student should know or be able to do at the end of
a specific lesson plan. Like a standard, an objective is amenable to assessment, that is,
it is observable and measurable. (For a fuller description of the distinction between these
types of goal statements and for examples of each, go to Standards.)
Outcome: See Standard. Preceding the current standards-based movement was a drive
for outcome-based education. The term standard has replaced the term outcome with
much the same meaning.
Performance Assessment:
synonymously.

See Authentic Assessment above.

I use these terms

Portfolio: A collection of a student's work specifically selected to tell a particular story
about the student. See Portfolios for more details.
Process Standards: Statements that describe skills students should develop to enhance
the process of learning. Process standards are not specific to a particular discipline, but
are generic skills that are applicable to any discipline (e.g., students will find and
evaluate relevant information). Contrast with Content Standards and Value Standards.
Reliability: The degree to which a measure yields consistent results.

Content Standards: Statements that describe what students should know or be able to
do within the content of a specific discipline or at the intersection of two or more
disciplines (e.g., students will describe effects of physical activity on the body). Contrast
with Process Standards and Value Standards.
Criteria: Characteristics of good performance on a particular task. For example,
criteria for a persuasive essay might include well organized, clearly stated, andsufficient
support for arguments. (The singular of criteria is criterion. For a fuller description of
criteria and for examples, go to Identifying the Criteria for the Task.)
Descriptors: Statements of expected performance at each level of performance for a
particular criterion in a rubric - typically found in analytic rubrics. See example and
further discussion of descriptors.
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Rubric: A scoring scale used to evaluate student work. A rubric is composed of at least
two criteria by which student work is to be judged on a particular task and at least two
levels of performance for each criterion. (For a fuller description of rubrics, their different
variations, and to see examples, go to Rubrics. Also, see Analytic Rubrics;Holistic
Rubrics.)
Standard: Much like a goal or objective, a standard is a statement of what students
should know or be able to do. I distinguish between a standard and these other goal
statements by indicating that a standard is broader than an objective, but more narrow
than a goal. Like an objective and unlike a goal, a standard is amenable to assessment,
that is, it is observable and measurable. (For a fuller description of the distinction
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between these types of goal statements and for examples of each, clickstandards. Also,
see Content Standards; Process Standards; Value Standards.)
(Actually, I prefer the way we previously used the term standard: "A description of what
a student is expected to attain in order to meet a specified educational intent (such as a
learning outcome or objective). The description may be qualitative and/or quantitative
and may vary in level of specificity, depending on its purpose" (Assessment Handbook,
Illinois State Board of Education, 1995). In other words, an outcome would describe what
students should know and be able to do, and the standard described the particular level
of accomplishment on that outcome that you expected most students to meet. That was
your standard. We no longer commonly use that definition of standard in assessment.)
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Constructing Good Tests
What should I assess on the test?

•
•
•

Should I be assessing standards or objectives?
What is a sufficient number of items per standard?
Does the level of understanding/application asked for in the test questions match the
level stated in the standards?

Constructing good items (focus on multiple-choice)

Stem: A question or statement followed by a number of choices or alternatives that
answer or complete the question or statement. (Stems are most commonly found in
multiple-choice questions. See terminology for multiple-choice items.)
Validity: "The degree to which a certain inference from a test is appropriate and
meaningful" (AERA, APA, & NCME, 1985). For example, if I measure the circumference of
your head to determine your level of intelligence, my measurement might be accurate.
However, it would be inappropriate for me to draw a conclusion about your level of
intelligence. Such an inference would be invalid.

•
•

Terminology for multiple-choice items
Guidelines for constructing good items: Eliminate rival explanations
o Reducing cognitive load
o Reducing the chance of guessing correctly
o Summary list of guidelines

Assessing more than factual knowledge (through multiple-choice items)

•
•
•

Comprehension items
Application items
Analysis items

Value Standards: Statements that describe attitudes teachers would like students to
develop towards learning (e.g., students will value diversity of opinions or perspectives).
Contrast with Content Standards and Process Standards
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What should I assess on the test?

Table of Specifications for Statistics Test

What do you want your students to learn? You have identified the important knowledge
and skills in your goals, standards, and objectives. Always return to those statements
before you consider what to teach or assess. That applies to quizzes or tests covering
sections, chapters, units, quarters or semesters. The content named in your subject-area
standards and the skills identified in your process standards define the domain which is
to be taught, learned and tested.
Should I be Assessing Standards or Objectives?
That depends on how broad or narrow your assessment is. If you are just testing to see
if students have mastered the material in one section or a couple days of class material,
then you probably want to know if they mastered certain objectives. Normally, however,
your assessment focus should be on standards. A central principle of the standardsbased reform movement has been that we as educators have focused too much on the
minutiae of the curriculum at the expense of broader, more substantial goals. By
teaching to and assessing the broader and more complex competencies described in
standards, we will emphasize and develop deeper learning (Newmann & Wehlage,
1993; Wiggins, 1998). If, by the end of a unit or quarter or semester your students
have mastered the content and skills described in your standards, you are unlikely to be
too concerned that they have not mastered every specific objective. Thus, most
assessments, particularly those covering more material, should focus on measuring
student progress towards the standards.

Level of Skill Required
Standards

2 M-C items

2 M-C
items

Represent and
organize data
by creating
lists, charts…

2 M-C items

6 M-C
items

12

2
constructed10
response
items

2 M-C items

2 M-C
items

8 M-C
items

1
constructed15
response
item

Predict and
test
reasonableness
from data
using
interpolation…

2
multiplechoice
items

6 M-C items

2 M-C
items

2 M-C
items

1
constructed13
response
item

4

12

12

18

4

50
items

In the above example, the teacher would check to see if her test adequately covered her
standards by asking questions such as


Which standards/objectives do I want to assess with this test? (Every standard
should be assessed in some manner, but an occasional objective may be taught
without being assessed; some of the standards/objectives within this domain may
be assessed through other means)
Have I included questions for all the standards being tested?



Have I included questions that assess the most critical elements of the
standards?



Does the distribution of items across the standards reflect the importance I
attached to the different standards and that I communicated to my students?



6/23/2010

8 M-C
items

Total

2
multiplechoice
items
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Problemsolving

Analyze data
using mean,
median…

Total

Even if you are not trying to assess every concept taught, covering all the substantial
learning from a unit or quarter or semester can be a time-prohibitive task. Thus, most
tests assess a representative sample of the content domains. Teachers who construct
the tests are normally responsible for determining what is a representative sample. To
make sure a sample of test questions is sufficient and representative, teachers
sometimes create a matrix of standards (or objectives) and the level or type of skill
required. This matrix is often called a Table of Specifications. For example, here is a
Table of Specifications for a section in a statistics course using state/department
standards.

Definitions Comprehension Application Analysis

Read and
interpret
tables, graphs,
and charts

Representative Sample of Items (Questions)
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Do I have a sufficient number of items for each standard?
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Constructing Good Items
What is a Sufficient Number of Items per Standard?
Because selected-response type test items (e.g., multiple-choice) provide considerable
room for guessing, quite a few questions are needed to address each standard. How
many items are needed depends upon the breadth of the standard, the type of item, and
upon how critical that standard is to determining whether or not students have mastered
that section, chapter, or semester's content. At least ten to fifteen multiple-choice items
are likely needed to provide an adequate representative sample of the domain of a
standard. Even then, multiple and varied assessments will give you a more accurate
picture of how well students have met the standard (Wiggins & McTighe, 1998). So, a
selected-response test will probably be just one source of evidence.

Does the Level of Understanding/Application Asked for in the Test Questions
Match the Level Stated in the Standards?
To answer this question, look at the verb phrase in the relevant standards. If, for
example, you have asked students to define, state, identify or recognize, then you are
asking them to develop knowledge (Bloom et al., 1956; see Anderson & Krathwohl,
2001 for a revision of Bloom's taxonomy of cognitive objectives) about the subject
matter and not much else. Consequently, your test questions should try to determine if
students have acquired definitions, can recognize that certain things go together (without
necessarily understanding why), and can list, recognize or recall certain facts.

Why Focus on Multiple-choice Items?
The focus of this assessment guide is on the construction of tests using selectedresponse items. (See Tasks to read about the differences between selected-response
tests and other types of assessments.) One type of selected-response item, the TrueFalse question, provides a greater risk of guessing (50%) and, thus, does not typically
discriminate among those who know the material and those who do not as effectively as
multiple-choice items. Thus, the construction of T/F items will not be addressed in this
chapter. Similarly, I will not address fill-in-the-blank items because they are less
common, and because they are extremely difficult to construct so that only one possible
answer could complete the blank. Instead, the following section will primarily address the
construction of the most common selected-response item, the multiple-choice question.
Terminology for Multiple-choice Items
Before discussing the construction of such items, let's review the terminology commonly
used to describe the parts of multiple-choice questions. The diagram below labels the
specific components of a multiple-choice item.

If, instead, you have asked students in your standards to be able to explain, apply,
analyze, interpret, or compare and contrast (comprehend, apply and analyze in Bloom's
Taxonomy), then you are expecting more than the acquisition of knowledge. Therefore,
you need to write test questions that require these higher-order uses of the concepts.
(The remaining two categories of objectives in Bloom's Taxonomy, synthesis and
evaluation, are extremely difficult to capture through selected-response items, and, thus,
are best left for other types of assessments.) For example, if your standard states that
"students will explain the causes and consequences of the Civil War," it is not sufficient
for the students to recall or recognize names, dates and facts about the War on a test to
assess that standard. Furthermore, it is not sufficient for students to be able to pick out a
cause from among alternatives on a multiple-choice test. In such a question the students
have not demonstrated that they can explain the causes and consequences, which
requires a more substantial understanding of the subject matter.
In other words, it is not enough to say that you taught concepts X, Y and Z and
your test covers concepts X, Y and Z. You need to look back at your standards to
see what you expect your students to know and be able to do with those
concepts, and develop a test that addresses those competencies.
In the section on assessing more than factual knowledge, I will describe some ways
and give examples of how you can assess more substantial understanding of concepts
through multiple-choice items.

Stem: A question or statement followed by a number of choices or alternatives that
answer or complete the question or statement
Alternatives: All the possible choices or responses to the stem
Distractors (foils): Incorrect alternatives
Correct answer: The correct alternative!
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1. Keep the stem simple, only including relevant information.
Example:

Guidelines for Constructing Good Items: Eliminate Rival Explanations
In the previous section on what the test should assess, I identified the first step in
test construction: reviewing the standards to be addressed. The items on the test must
effectively capture a representative sample of the concepts and skills laid out in the
standards to generate valid inferences from student performance. So, make sure the
items that you construct align with your standards.
Validity will also be affected by how closely the selection of a correct answer on a test
reflects mastery of the material contained in the standards. If a student selects the
correct answer to a multiple-choice question, you want to be able to conclude with some
confidence that the student understood the concept. However, there are a myriad of
other reasons (rival explanations) the student might choose the correct alternative. For
example, she might have closed her eyes and picked an answer at random. She might
have been able to rule out the distractors because they were implausible or because
other clues pointed her to the right answer without requiring her to understand the
concept. In these cases the student selected the correct answer without understanding
the concept. You want to be able to eliminate these rival explanations so that you can
discriminate students who understand the concept from those who do not understand it.

Change

To

[Stem]: The purchase of the Louisiana
Territory,completed in 1803 and considered one of
Thomas Jefferson's greatest accomplishments as
president, primarily grew out of our need for

[Stem]: The purchase of the Louisiana Territory
primarily grew out of our need for

a. the port of New Orleans*
b. helping Haitians against Napoleon
c. the friendship of Great Britain
d. control over the Indians

a. the port of New Orleans*
b. helping Haitians against Napoleon
c. the friendship of Great Britain
d. control over the Indians

*an asterisk indicates the correct answer.

Any additional information that is irrelevant to the question, such as the phrase
"completed in 1803…," can distract or confuse the student, thus providing an alternative
explanation for why the item was missed. Keep it simple.

Obviously, you cannot eliminate the first rival explanation mentioned - guessing.
However, most other rival explanations can be eliminated or reduced with careful
construction of the test items. What follows are some strategies to eliminate as many
rival explanations as possible. The guidelines can be understood as either
2. Keep the alternatives simple by adding any common words to the stem rather
than including them in each alternative.

reducing cognitive load or
reducing the chance of guessing correctly.

Example:
Change

To

Reducing Cognitive Load

When your body adapts to your exercise load,

Cognitive load theory (and other related theories) recommends avoiding elements of
instruction or assessment that will overload students' capacity to consciously process the
immediate task on which they are working. A test is a task that requires considerable
conscious attention. So, it is important to remove any elements of a test item that might
distract or unnecessarily increase the cognitive load a student encounters. Cognitive load
theory (e.g., Sweller, 1988; 1994) emphasizes the importance of the processes and
limitations of working memory, the level of memory that is consciously processing
information involved in immediate tasks. A considerable amount of research has found
that much of our information processing occurs outside of our conscious awareness. That
seems necessary because the conscious resources we are able to employ to attend to or
make sense of information are quite limited. Thus, it does not take much to distract or
interfere with our ability to consciously process information and, thus, overload our
working memory.

a. you should decrease the load slightly.
b. you should increase the load slightly.*
c. you should change the kind of exercise you are
doing.
d. you should stop exercising.

When your body adapts to your exercise load, you
should
a. decrease the load slightly.
b. increase the load slightly.*
c. change the kind of exercise you are doing.
d. stop exercising.

Instead of repeating the phrase "you should" at the beginning each alternative add that
phrase to the end of the stem. The less reading the student has to do the less chance
there is for confusion.

Below are some strategies to reduce the cognitive load of your test items.
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3. Put alternatives in a logical order.
Example:
Change

5. Include the same number of alternatives for each item.
To

According to the 1991 census, approximately what percent of the United States population is of Spanish or
Hispanic descent?
a. 25%
b. 39%
c. 2%
d. 9%*

a. 2%
b. 9%*
c. 25%
d. 39%

The more consistent and predictable a test is the less cognitive load that is required by
the student to process it. Consequently, the student can focus on the questions
themselves without distractions. Additionally, if students must transpose their answers
onto a score sheet of some kind, there is less likelihood of error in the transposition if the
number of alternatives for each item is always the same.

Reducing the Chance of Guessing Correctly
The more mental effort (or cognitive load) that students have to use to make sense of an
item the more likely a comprehension error can occur that would provide another rival
explanation. By placing the alternatives in a logical order the reader can focus on the
content of the question rather than having to reorder the items mentally. Although such
reordering might require a limited amount of cognitive load, such load is finite, and it
does not take much additional processing to reach the point where concentration is
negatively impacted. Thus, this guideline is consistently recommended (Haladyna,
Downing, & Rodriguez, 2002).

It is easy to inadvertently include clues in your test items that point to the correct
answer, help rule out incorrect alternatives or narrow the choices. Any such clue would
decrease your ability to distinguish students who know the material from those who do
not, thus, providing rival explanations.
Below are some common clues students use to increase their chance of guessing and
some advice on how to avoid such clues. (I bet you remember using some of these
yourself!)

6. Keep the grammar consistent between stem and alternatives.
4. Limit the use of negatives (e.g., NOT, EXCEPT).
Example:
Example:
Change
Change
Which of the following is NOT true of the
Constitution?

To
Which of the following is true of the Constitution?

a. The Constitution has not been amended in 50 years
b. The Constitution sets limits on how a government
a. The Constitution sets limits on how a government
can operate
can operate*
b. The Constitution is open to different interpretations c. The Constitution permits only one possible
c. The Constitution has not been amended in 50
interpretation
years*

To

What is the dietary substance that is often associated with heart disease when found in high levels in the
blood?
a. glucose
b. cholesterol*
c. beta carotene
d. proteins

a. glucose
b. cholesterol*
c. beta carotene
d. protein

Obviously, "proteins" is inconsistent with the stem since it is singular and the others are
plural. However, it can be easy for the test writer to miss such inconsistencies. As a
result, students may more easily guess the correct answer without understanding the
concept - a rival explanation.

Once again, trying to determine which answer is NOT consistent with the stem requires
more cognitive load from the students and promotes the likelihood of more confusion. If
that additional load or confusion is unnecessary it should be avoided (Haladyna,
Downing, & Rodriguez, 2002).
If you are going to use NOT or EXCEPT, the word should be highlighted in some manner
so that students recognize a negative is being used.
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Change
To

What is the best reason for listing information sources in your research assignment?
a. It is required
b. It is unfair and illegal to use someone's ideas
without giving proper credit*
c. To get a better grade
d. To make it longer
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Another example of implausible distractors:

Example:
Change
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a. It is required by most teachers
b. It is unfair and illegal to use someone's ideas
without giving proper credit*
c. To get a better grade on the project
d. So the reader knows from where you got your
information

Students often recognize that a significantly longer, more complex alternative is
commonly the correct answer. Even if the longer alternative is not the correct answer,
some students who might otherwise answer the question correctly could be misled by
this common clue and select the wrong answer. So, to be safe and avoid a rival
explanation, keep the alternatives similar in length.

To

In a study of the effect of diet on risk of diabetes, the
researcher can manipulate a number of variables
including the amount of food, carbohydrates, proteins
or fats consumed. During the experiment the amount
of food, protein and fat subjects consumed remained
the same. Only the amount of carbohydrates
consumed changed. What was the independent
variable in this study?
a. amount of food consumed
b. amount of carbohydrates consumed*
c. amount of protein consumed
d. amount of fat consumed

In a study of the effect of diet on risk of diabetes, the
researcher measured how likely the subjects were to
get diabetes and how severe their symptoms were if
they developed the disease. To prevent amount of
exercise from influencing the results, the researcher
held it constant in the two groups he was studying.
What was the independent variable in this study?
a. likelihood of developing diabetes
b. severity of symptoms of diabetes
c. diet*
d. amount of exercise

In the first example, amount of food, protein and fat are treated identically in this study,
so it is not plausible that one of them is correct while the others are incorrect. The only
plausible answer is the correct one -- amount of carbohydrates consumed -- because it is
the only alternative that differs in any significant way.

8. Make all distractors plausible.
Example:
Change

Some other suggestions (from Worthen, White, Fan & Sudweeks, 1999, p. 221) for
creating good distractors includes

To

Lincoln was assassinated by

Lincoln was assassinated by

a. Lee Harvey Oswald
b. John Wilkes Booth*
c. Oswald Garrison Villard
d. Ozzie Osbourne

a. Lee Harvey Oswald
b. John Wilkes Booth*
c. Oswald Garrison Villard
d. Louis Guiteau

•
•
•
•

Base distractors on the most frequent errors made by students in homework
assignments or class discussions related to that concept.
Use words in the distractors that are associated with words in the stem (for
example, explorer-exploration).
Use concepts from the instructional material that have similar vocabulary or were
used in the same context as the correct answer.
Use distractors that are similar in content or form to the correct answer (for
example, if the correct answer is the name of a place, have all distractors be
places instead of using names of people and other facts).

If students can easily discount one or more distractors (obviously Ozzie Osbourne does
not belong) then the chance of guessing is increased, reducing the discriminability of that
item. There is some limited evidence that including humor on a test can have certain
benefits such as reducing the anxiety of the test-takers (Berk, 2000; McMorris,
Boothroyd, & Pietrangelo, 1997). But humor can be included in a manner that does
not reduce the discriminability of the item. For example, the nature of the question in the
stem may be humorous but still addresses the material in a meaningful way.
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9. Avoid giving too many clues in your alternatives.

To

"Yellow Journalism" is associated with what two publishers?
a. Adolph Ochs and Martha Graham
b. William Randolph Hearst and Joseph Pulitzer*
c. Col. Robert McCormick and Marshall Field III
d. Michael Royko and Walter Cronkite
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11. Limit the use of "all of the above" or "none of the above."

Example:
Change

ISO 9001 : 2000 ( NO SIJIL : 404074)

a. Adolph Ochs and Martha Graham
b. William Randolph Hearst and Joseph Pulitzer*
c. Joseph Pulitzer and Adolph Ochs
d. Martha Graham and William Randolph Hearst

Since both of the publishers in choice "b" are associated with yellow journalism and none
of the other people mentioned is, the student only has to know of one such publisher to
identify that "b" is the correct answer. That makes the item easier than if just one name
is listed for each alternative. To make the question more challenging, at least some of
the distractors could mention one of the correct publishers but not the other as in the
second example (e.g., in distractor "c" Pulitzer is correct but Ochs is not). As a result, the
student must recognize both publishers associated with yellow journalism to be certain of
the correct answer.

It is sometimes easier for students to narrow the number of possible alternatives on such
questions without fully understanding the concepts tested. For example, when all of the
above is an alternative, all a student needs to do is recognize that one of the other
alternatives is not true to also be able to rule out "all of the above." Thus, an item with
four possible alternatives has now been reduced to just two, increasing the chances of
guessing correctly.
Similarly, if a student recognizes that two of the four alternatives are true, the student
knows that the answer is all of the above without having to know whether the remaining
alternative is true or not. Such guessing requires some knowledge of the material, but
not as extensive understanding as if they had to consider all four of the alternatives.
Additionally, all of the above and none of the above have been misused as alternatives
on some tests because students have learned that all of the above or none of the above
is almost always the right answer when it is used on those tests. So, if you use all of the
above or none of the above, do not always make it the right or wrong answer. Generally,
research has found more problems with the use of "all of the above" than with "none of
the above," but the common recommendation for both is to limit their use (Haladyna,
Downing, & Rodriguez, 2002).

12. Limit the use of always, never or similar terms.
10. Do not test students on material that is already well-learned prior to your
instruction.

Even if students have not yet learned that the world is black and white, they have
learned that alternatives on tests that include terms such as always or never are almost
always a wrong answer. Thus, students are able to eliminate an alternative without
understanding the material.

Example:
13. If item alternatives include multiple terms or series of concepts, avoid overrepresenting or under-representing certain terms or concepts.

Excessive salt intake is linked to
a. cancer
b. diabetes
c. food allergies
d. high blood pressure*

Example:
Change

To

Which of the following groupings contains only days of the week?
There has likely been enough attention given to the relationship between excessive salt
intake and high blood pressure in the media and in previous curriculum that most high
school students are already familiar with this relationship. Thus, your students could
answer this question without learning anything in your class.
Of course, it is not usually obvious what knowledge students possess prior to your
instruction. So, it may be helpful in certain courses to give a brief pre-test at the
beginning of the course to determine the level of the students' background knowledge.
That information will assist you in designing your instruction and your assessments.

a. mercredi, jeudi, chapeau, juillet
b. manger, mardi, mercredi, homme
c. dimanche, mercredi, jeudi, lundi*
d. lundi, samedi, maison, janvier

a. mercredi, jeudi, chapeau, juillet
b. manger, mardi, juillet, homme
c. dimanche, mercredi, jeudi, lundi*
d. lundi, manger, dimanche, chapeau

Because mercredi appears in three of the four alternatives in the first example and terms
such asmaison only appear in one of the alternatives, students will often correctly
conclude that mercredishould be included in the correct answer. Thus, students might
eliminate d. as an alternative and increase the likelihood of guessing correctly.
The solution is to evenly distribute the different terms as much as possible, as in the
second example above.
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14. Avoid direct quotations from a text in an item.

18. Avoid "giveaway" items.

Students can certainly memorize phrases or sentences without comprehending them. So,
if you use wording in an item that too closely resembles the wording in the text, it is
possible that students can answer a question correctly without understanding it. More
commonly, students may recognize certain language or terms that they saw in a text and
select the alternative that includes that language without comprehending the concepts.
The obvious solution is to paraphrase the main ideas you are testing.

If you include items on the test that are intentionally so easy that virtually everyone will
answer them correctly, then you have reduced the discriminability of the test. Was the
purpose to be amusing? Find another way to do so. Yes, one giveaway question on a 50item test will not make that much difference, but when you consider all the different little
things mentioned above that could affect the test's discriminability it is best to avoid all
of them. Moreover, you have missed one more opportunity to assess learning.

15. Avoid alternatives that are opposites if one of the two must be true.
19. Avoid providing clues for one item in the wording of another item on the
test.

Example:
Change

Example:

To

When your body adapts to your exercise load, you should
a. decrease the load slightly
b. increase the load slightly*
c. change the kind of exercise you are doing
d. stop exercising

One item on a test might be

a. decrease the load slightly
b. increase the load slightly*
c. decrease the load significantly
d. increase the load significantly

The electronic online catalog includes
a. books, videos, reference materials*
b. magazine articles and compact discs
c. newspaper clippings
d. only books

When students see alternatives that are opposites of each other ("a" and "b" above),
they often correctly assume that one of the two is true. So, students often eliminate the
other choices ("c" and "d"), increasing their chances of guessing correctly. That does not
mean you have to avoid opposites as possible alternatives. Rather, avoid opposites for
which one of the two must be true. To avoid the appearance that one of the two must be
true, you can use two sets of opposites as in the second example above.

A later question on the same test asks
Using the online catalog, which search term would you use to find a book by a specific writer?
a. title keyword
b. subject
c. author*
d. call number

16. Include three or four alternatives for multiple-choice items.
Obviously, if you only have two alternatives then the chance for guessing increases
significantly as there will be a 50% chance of getting the item correct just by guessing. If
you include five or more alternatives the item becomes increasingly confusing or requires
too much processing or cognitive load. Additionally, as the number of distractors
increases, the likelihood of including a bad distractor significantly increases. Thus,
research finds that providing three or four alternatives leads to the greatest ability to
distinguish between those test-takers who understand the material and those who do not
(Haladyna, Downing, & Rodriguez, 2002; Taylor, 2005).

After students see that online catalogs include books in the latter question, they can
return to the first question and rule out any alternatives that do not include books. It is
relatively easy to miss such clues when constructing a test since we construct many tests
item by item. Thus, it is imperative to review the entire test to check for clues.

17. Distribute correct answers fairly evenly among the "letters."
In other words, if students find a pattern in which answers are the correct ones (e.g., "c"
is usually the right answer or "d" is never the right answer) then they can increase their
chances of correctly guessing, providing another rival explanation.
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20. WORTH REPEATING: Make sure your items actually measure what they are
intended to measure.
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19. Avoid providing clues for one item in the wording of another item on the test.
20. WORTH REPEATING: Make sure your items actually measure what they are
intended to measure.

Summary list of guidelines
To summarize:
Reducing cognitive load

Note: Some of the above examples are courtesy of Lockport Township High School,
Lockport, Illinois.

1. Keep the stem simple, only including relevant information.
2. Keep the alternatives simple by adding any common words to the stem rather than
including them in each alternative.
3. Put alternatives in a logical order.
4. Limit the use of negatives (e.g., NOT, EXCEPT).
5. Include the same number of alternatives for each item.

Reducing the chance of guessing correctly
6. Keep the grammar consistent between stem and alternatives.
7. Avoid including an alternative that is significantly longer than the rest.
8. Make all distractors plausible.
9. Avoid giving too many clues in your alternatives.
10. Do not test students on material that is already well-learned prior to your instruction.
11. Limit the use of "all of the above" or "none of the above."
12. Limit the use of always, never or similar terms.
13. If item alternatives include multiple terms or series of concepts, avoid overrepresenting or under-representing certain terms or concepts.
14. Avoid direct quotations from a text in an item.
15. Avoid alternatives that are opposites if one of the two must be true.
16. Include three or four alternatives for multiple-choice items.
17. Distribute correct answers fairly evenly among the "letters."
18. Avoid "giveaway" items.
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Assessing More Than Facts
Change
As previously mentioned, a multiple-choice test can be an effective way to assess
knowledge of facts, processes and procedures. However, your standards will often expect
students to do more than just know facts. You want them to be able comprehend, apply
and analyze the concepts you are teaching. With some more thought, you can design
multiple-choice items to assess these higher objectives in Bloom's Taxonomy (Bloom et
al., 1956).
One of the best ways to move from knowledge items to comprehension, application and
analysis items is to avoid questions, statements or examples used in class or readings for
the class. If students can recognize something mentioned in class then they can answer
the question correctly simply by memorizing such statements, facts or examples.

To
Susan believes her drinking behavior will lessen once
she finishes a big project. Susan's explanation is
particularly representative of the

The first stage of alcoholism is characterized by

a. malnutrition
b. addiction to alcohol
c. rationalization of drinking behavior*
d. reverse alcohol tolerance

a. first stage of alcoholism*
b. second stage of alcoholism
c. third stage of alcoholism
d. fourth stage of alcoholism

Comprehension Items

Answering the first form of the question correctly ("c") requires that students have
memorized or can recognize the characteristics of the first stage. To require that students
actually comprehend what those characteristics mean, the item can use an example such
as the second question listed.

For example, comprehension can be assessed by asking students to recognize "new"
statements as consistent or inconsistent with a principle or rule or idea.

Application Items

For example, the stem of an item could ask:

Examples are also effective ways to test students' ability to apply concepts. An
information literacy assessment might ask

Which of the following statements is an example of a democratic political belief?
The four statements listed as alternatives should not be statements mentioned in class or the text so that
students truly have to understand what a democratic political belief is to recognize the correct one. It is
appropriate (in fact, desirable) to teach to this type of test item by having students practice identifying such
statements.

Similarly, a "new" example can be presented in which students must recognize some
particular concept.
Although Jason did not like to see the American flag burned, he did not think people should be arrested
for such an act of expression. Jason's opinion could be characterized as a
a. democratic political belief
b.
c.
d.

The topic you were given in English is "compare and contrast the roles of Katharina in Taming of the
Shrew with Katherine in Love's Labour's Lost both by William Shakespeare." How would you attack
this problem?
Four search/research strategies could be listed from which to choose. Students would be applying their
knowledge of good strategies to the example by selecting the best strategy.

Or, another application example could be
A researcher wants to determine if a moderate exercise program could help lower blood pressure in
people suffering from high blood pressure. However, the researcher is concerned that subjects' blood
pressure might just naturally lessen over time and, consequently, she would not be able to tell if it was
the result of the exercise program or not. To more accurately determine if the exercise program and not
just time, is contributing to a reduction in blood pressure, the researcher should
a. establish a control group*
b. extend the exercise program for a longer period of time
c. periodically check to see if the subjects are following the exercise program
d. compare the subjects to people without high blood pressure at the end of the study

Such an approach can be taken to change the following "knowledge" item into a
"comprehension/application" item.

Compiled by Assoc. Prof. Dr. J.J. HP: 0193551621;
http://drjj.uitm.edu.my

Page 63 of 67

6/23/2010

Compiled by Assoc. Prof. Dr. J.J. HP: 0193551621;
http://drjj.uitm.edu.my

Page 64 of 67

6/23/2010

ISO 9001 : 2000 ( NO SIJIL : 404074)

Copyright 2010, Jon Mueller. Professor of Psychology, North Central College,
Naperville, IL. Comments, questions or suggestions about this website should be sent
to the author, Jon Mueller, at jfmueller@noctrl.edu.

http://drjj.uitm.edu.my

Analysis Items

ISO 9001 : 2000 ( NO SIJIL : 404074)

Copyright 2010, Jon Mueller. Professor of Psychology, North Central College,
Naperville, IL. Comments, questions or suggestions about this website should be sent
to the author, Jon Mueller, at jfmueller@noctrl.edu.

http://drjj.uitm.edu.my

Grading

Examples can also be used to ask students to interpret or analyze material in multiplechoice items. Students can be asked to interpret lines of poetry, experimental data or
business decisions.

Grades will be calculated and assessed as follows:
Percentage Score

Description

Grade
A

Additionally, diagrams, graphs and tables can serve as good sources for analytical
questions. Students can be asked to interpret information presented in such sources or
about possible conclusions drawn from them. For example, students could be presented
with the following question.

94-100%
Exemplary

The figure below illustrates the number of deaths in the Chicagoland area from heart attacks that
occurred during snow removal or non-removal activity in the three-day period from December 14-16,
2000.

AB+
B
B-

90-93%
87-89%
84-86%
80-83%

C+
C

77-79%
73-76%

CD+
D

70-72%
67-69%
63-66%

DF

60-62%

Excellent
Very Good
Good
Satisfactory
Satisfactory
Acceptable
Marginally Acceptable
Marginally Acceptable
Pass
Minimal Pass
Fail

below 60%

(Holistic Rubric)
General Grading Rubric/Criteria:

A correct conclusion that could be drawn from the above graph is

A

Work is complete, original, insightful, of a level and quality that significantly exceeds
expectations for the student’s current level of study*. Products demonstrate in-depth
understanding of course issues, a high level of analytical skills, are clearly and
creatively presented with negligible errors in grammar, citation and source
referencing, in proper and consistent style (APA or other) and drawn from an
extensive and wide range of quality sources. Technology was explored and where
appropriate, effectively utilized in research, analysis and presentations.

B

Work is complete, of a level that meets expectations and is of a quality that is
acceptable and appropriate given the student’s current level of study*. Products
demonstrate a solid understanding of course issues, good analysis and are clearly
and neatly presented with limited errors in grammar and citation and source
referencing in generally consistent style (APA or other) drawn from a good range of
sources. Technology was explored and where appropriate, utilized in research,
analysis and/or presentations.

C

Work is partially incomplete, late (with instructor permission/approval) and/or of a
level that only partially meets expectations and/or that does not meet acceptable
standards given the student’s level of study*. Products demonstrate inconsistent or
superficial understanding of course issues with little analysis demonstrated and/or
contains significant grammatical errors and incorrect/inconsistent use of citation and

a. It was more dangerous to shovel snow than to use a snowblower
b. It was less dangerous to engage in snow removal activity than not to engage in snow removal activity
c. More deaths were related to non-snow removal activities than to snow removal activities*
d. People with heart conditions should purchase a snowblower
In summary, even the most sophisticated sounding items just become tests of knowledge
if students can recognize terms or statements heard in class or read in the text and
answer the question correctly. Understanding is not required to answer such items, just a
good memory. Thus, to effectively assess comprehension, application and analysis, items
should present concepts or ideas in novel language or new examples that requires
students to find the meaning in the statements or questions, and asks them to apply or
analyze the concepts or ideas in a meaningful way.
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*

level of study refers to the student’s current status (i.e senior undergraduate, beginning or advanced masters’
candidate).
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referencing drawn from limited and/or mixed quality sources. Technology was
minimally or inappropriately used in research, analysis and/or presentations.
D

Work is incomplete, late and/or of a level that only partially meets expectations
and/or is largely unacceptable given the student’s current level of study* and
standing. Products demonstrate limited understanding of course issues and exhibit
little
analysis
and/or
contains
significant
grammatical
errors
and
insufficient/incorrect/inconsistent use of citation and referencing drawn from few (if
any) low-quality sources. Technology was not used or inappropriately used in
research, analysis and/or presentations.

F

Major assignments are missing, incomplete or excessively late without permission of
instructor and/or demonstrates lack of effort and/or lack of understanding of central
course concepts.

W

Withdrawal (note: last day to withdraw from classes with an automatic grade of “W”
is ____(date).

Developed by Dr. Bonnie B. Mullinix 1999-2003
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