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INTRODUCTION
Comprehensive assessment programs are a vital part of student growth and 
success, yet few districts have engaged in a systematic vision-setting and design 
process to create theirs.

To support those efforts, this eBook will help you understand the components of 
a comprehensive assessment program. It will also outline the steps to creating 
a well-rounded, efficient, cost-effective system of assessments that can support 
stakeholder decision-making and enhance student outcomes at all levels.
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THE BASICS

Chapter One

What’s a Comprehensive Assessment System?

Getting to Know Your Assessments

A comprehensive and balanced assessment system is a cohesive set of high-quality assessment 
practices and tools that promotes an informed, intentional selection of assessments for the right purpose 
and supplies all stakeholders with the right information to inform next steps.

A system is comprehensive when it integrates a complete set of assessment types to appropriately and 
effectively support teaching and learning.

A system is balanced when those tools are ensconced in high-quality practices that support 
knowledgeable use of each assessment for the right purpose at the right time, both in isolation and as a 
holistic system.

In other words, comprehensive is the what, and balanced is the how.

Many educators think of a comprehensive assessment system as consisting of three types of 
assessments:

• Just-in-Time/Short Cycle Assessments
• Interim Assessments
• Summative Assessments



Assessment of Learning

Evaluates students
Determines status
Grades

Assessment as Learning

Feedback for student
Student self-assessment
Metacognition

Assessment for Learning

Feedback for teacher
Guides instruction
Responds to students needs

Figure 1: Continuum of Just-in-Time/Short Cycle Assessment

Adapted from Stiggins (2005).
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Formative assessment is a process used by teachers and students during instruction that is supported 
by just-in-time assessments. It’s a mechanism to continually and routinely (often on a daily basis) monitor 
student learning and identify where misconceptions exist, so that teachers can take the right next step 
to help move learning forward. A report by The Aspen Institute describes it as a process for “providing 
feedback and reveals needed adjustments for ongoing teaching and learning in order to increase 
students’ achievement of intended instructional outcomes.”

With the right tools and practices in place, short-
cycle assessments can be spun up quickly and 
adapt to meet immediate student needs during 
the learning process. Using these just-in-time 
assessments can yield rich information to feed 
instructional processes and deepen student 
metacognitive processes.

Though many educators are referring to just-
in-time assessments when they refer to using a 
formative assessment, it's important to note that 
any assessment can be a part of the formative 
assessment process when the assessment is used 
to inform the instruction that follows.

Just-in-Time/Short Cycle Assessments

Ideally, you should be utilizing assessments along this continuum of assessment and learning. 

Continuum of Just-in-Time/Short Cycle Assessment:

QUICK FACTS:

• Part of ongoing formative assessment 

process

• Confirms specific learning has taken 

place and provides data to inform the 

instruction that follows

• Examples: Inspect and Quick Checks, 

quick quizzes, discussion, observations, 

comprehension checks, entrance/exit 

tickets

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED551318.pdf
https://go.illuminateed.com/l/124881/2021-11-04/lrw8rw
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Interim assessments are intended to measure students’ standards proficiency. They’re typically 
administered periodically or seasonally (e.g., fall, winter, spring).

These assessments are aligned to a pacing calendar 
and the district’s scope and sequence (or, the 
progressive order in which students encounter the 
content that they’re expected to master by the end 
of a course, study, or curriculum).

Interim assessments are often used to predict the 
students’ end of year proficiency. Interim data can be 
aggregated and used to analyze class, school, and 
district trends in learning.

Summative assessment is the process of evaluating or certifying learning at the end of a specific period of 
instruction. 

Summative assessments are often used for grading students and can be used to measure growth or 
change in student learning. They’re typically administered at the end of the year, end of course, or end of 
term. Examples include high-stakes state standards assessments, SAT, and ACT.

Just as formative assessment is a process, so is summative assessment. Any assessment is part of 
the summative assessment process if it’s used to evaluate or certify learning after instruction has 
occurred. Many teachers employ unit exams and 
Friday spelling tests, for example, as summative 
assessments.

Summative assessments can provide a lot of 
useful data regarding student achievement, while 
also guiding decision making around changes in 
curriculum, instructional strategies, staffing ratios, 
course offerings, and professional development 
needs.

Interim Assessments

Summative Assessment

QUICK FACTS:
• Measures students’ standards 

proficiency and predicts the students’ 
end of year proficiency 

• Typically administered periodically/
seasonally

• Examples: Inspect Interims, district-
created interim assessments

QUICK FACTS:
• Evaluates or certifies learning at the 

end of a specific period of instruction
• Typically administered end of the year, 

end of course, or end of term
• Examples: state assessments, Inspect 

Comprehensives, SAT, ACT, some 
routine classroom assessments

https://go.illuminateed.com/l/124881/2021-11-04/lrw8rw
https://go.illuminateed.com/l/124881/2021-11-04/lrw8rw
https://go.illuminateed.com/l/124881/2021-11-04/lrw8rw
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GETTING ADVANCED

Chapter Two

Adding Depth & Breadth

In the previous chapter, we looked at the basic components of an assessment system that are typically 
familiar to educators. However, comprehensive assessments systems are more complex, with additional 
assessment tools and practices.

Figure 2: Comprehensive Assessment System At-a-Glance



8

A COMPLETE GUIDE TO COMPREHENSIVE ASSESSMENT SYSTEMS

Universal screening is the process of analyzing 
academic and social-emotional behavior (SEB) 
data about all students in a class, grade, school, or 
district. Screening helps identify which students are 
at risk on various skills and pinpoints needs within 
the universal tier. Educators should use universal 
screening data as a check on where students 
are, to monitor whether students are growing at 
needed rates, and to identify opportunities for Tier 1 
improvements.

Diagnostic assessment is the process of using 
multiple measures and reports to identify student 
strengths and needs in specific skill areas, so 
teachers can provide instruction to address learning 
needs. Diagnostic assessment tools directly guide 
academic, curricular, and instructional decisions 
because there is a better understanding of what a 
student knows or doesn’t know in relation to specific 
learning goals.

Universal Screening Assessments

Diagnostic Assessments

QUICK FACTS:
• Identifies students who need additional 

assistance to meet learning goals 
• Reading, Math, and SEB are tested for 

all students 2-3 times per year
• Valid and reliable 
• Examples: FastBridge, oral reading 

fluency assessments

QUICK FACTS:
• Pinpoints specific area or skill that needs 

support 
• Administered to students, grades, and 

groups flagged by universal screening
• Reporting from FastBridge screening

https://go.illuminateed.com/l/124881/2021-09-12/l8nchv
https://go.illuminateed.com/l/124881/2021-09-12/l8nchv
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Progress monitoring assessments evaluate 
progress toward a learning target, per the rates 
of improvement (ROI) for the specific skill being 
targeted by an intervention. Progress monitoring 
assessments are typically administered to all 
students receiving a Tier 2 or Tier 3 intervention, 
usually weekly or bi-weekly. Progress monitoring 
assessments are very sensitive to growth and 
help measure whether an intervention is working 
and if it’s working fast enough. Examples include 
FastBridge academic and SEB progress monitoring 
assessments, running records, and curriculum based 
measures (CBMs).

Progress Monitoring Assessments

Figure 3: Comprehensive Assessment System for MTSS

QUICK FACTS:
• Measure the development of 

foundational skills needed to master 
standards

• Administered weekly to students 
receiving Tier 2 or Tier 3 interventions

• Aligned to specific skill or need
• Very sensitive to growth (even weekly)
• Examples: FastBridge, running records, 

mastery measurement, and curriculum-
based measurement.

https://go.illuminateed.com/l/124881/2021-09-12/l8nchv
https://go.illuminateed.com/l/124881/2021-09-12/l8nchv
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Figure 4: Comprehensive Assessment System At-a-Glance

FREQUENCY PURPOSES QUESTIONS ANSWERED

JUST-IN-TIME 
/  SHORT 
CYCLE 
(FORMATIVE)

Ongoing (even daily) Part of formative assessment 
process; Confirm that specific 
learning has taken place 
and provide data to inform 
instruction that follows

• What should happen next in terms 
of instruction?

• Are students mastering this 
standard?

• How can I group students to 
differentiate instruction according 
to their needs?

• Should I reteach before moving 
on?

UNIVERSAL 
SCREENING

2–3x / Year (e.g., 
Fall, Winter, Spring)

Measure students’ reading and 
math risk levels and identify 
which students are in need of 
additional assistance to meet 
academic learning goals

• Are our universal efforts effective? 
Are they promoting equitable 
outcomes?

• If not, where and how can we 
improve them?

• Which students are at risk?
• Which students may need an 

academic or SEB intervention?

DIAGNOSTIC 2–3x / Year (e.g., 
Fall, Winter, Spring)

Pinpoint specific area of need 
or skill gap

• What is the specific area of need?

PROGRESS 
MONITORING

Weekly / Bi-weekly Evaluate progress toward 
learning target per the rates of 
improvement for the specific 
skill being targeted by an 
intervention

• Is a student’s intervention working?
• Is it working fast enough?

INTERIM 2–3x / Year (e.g., 
Fall, Winter, Spring)

Measure students’ standards 
proficiency

• Are students mastering state 
standards?

• How do these results compare to 
past data?

• Are there specific student groups 
exceeding or struggling?

SUMMATIVE End of year, end of 
term, end of course

Evaluate, certify, and/or 
grade learning at the end of a 
specific period of instruction

• Did students master the content 
(knowledge and skills)?

• Are we meeting district targets and 
goals?

• Are there specific student groups 
exceeding or struggling?
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Standards are the specific and hierarchical learning goals stated and expected of all learners in a given 
grade, grade range, or area of study. They outline what students should know and be able to do. 

Skills are the ability to use one’s knowledge effectively and readily in execution or performance. Skills are 
typically more granular than a standard and can be thought of as the abilities that underpin a standard. 
If a student does not possess the skills needed to master a given standard, it makes it very difficult to 
succeed in that learning objective. 

Standards are like the road that students are driving along, and skills are the foundation under the road. 
With too many missing skills (e.g., potholes), it’s hard to drive smoothly.

The ability to track learning and growth in terms of grade-level standards, coupled with the ability to 
pinpoint skill deficits that can impede learning is extremely powerful. It enables educators to better 
understand and help clear barriers to learning that might be otherwise misdiagnosed and treated with 
misaligned supports. 

Standards Skills

What’s the Difference Between Standards and Skills?
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Assessment & Intervention Flow in MTSS

 Diagnostics

pinpoint exact area 
of need

Progress 
Monitoring

track whether  
intervention is 
working

Intervention

aligned to need as 
identified by data

Universal 
Screening

identify Tier 1 
needs & students 

at risk

Evaluate

 adjust, continue, or 
fade out

Identify Analyze Implement Reflect
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Comprehensive Assessment System to Support an MTSS

A comprehensive assessment system is imperative to implementing an MTSS effectively. Figure 5 shows 
the flow of assessment and intervention in an MTSS.

Figure 5: Assessment and Intervention Flow in an MTSS
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Six Steps for Building Your System

This chapters lists six steps (with example templates) to help you navigate the nuances of this process. 
Here are the steps at-a-glance:

1. Create Your Assessment Team
2. Inventory Current Assessments in Use
3. Perform a Stakeholder Analysis
4. Create a Needs Alignment Map
5. Determine Specific Assessments 
6. Create an Implementation Plan 

HOW TO BUILD 
YOUR SYSTEM

Chapter Three

With a deeper understanding of the different types of assessments in a comprehensive assessment 
system, we can delve into how to build a comprehensive assessment program.



Assessment
Name

Type
(Interim, Summative, 

Progress Monitoring, etc.)
When Given? Subjects

(Math, Reading, etc.) Which Grades? Purpose

14

A COMPLETE GUIDE TO COMPREHENSIVE ASSESSMENT SYSTEMS

Many districts skip this step, which can lead to implementation issues. It’s critical to create two teams 
(district and school) and meet regularly throughout the planning process in order to ensure successful 
implementation and establish staff buy-in.

The district assessment team should create the vision, drive system-level implementation, and set goals 
and targets. Members of both teams should monitor progress and collect feedback to improve the 
system. The school assessment team can also play a key role in driving school- and classroom-level 
implementation and report back to the district team against specific goals and targets. 

The assessment teams should include members from various areas:

Next, identify assessments currently being used, district-wide, across the various grade levels and 
content areas. Be sure to include SEB.

Ask yourself, “Why is each assessment being administered?” Many districts administer certain tests 
because they’ve always done it, but they’re not really sure if all the data is being put to effective use or if 
the test is duplicative. 

Make sure that each assessment being used in a way that is well-matched to their intended purpose. 

Step 1: Create Your Assessment Team

Step 2: Inventory Current Assessments in Use

Figure 6: Example Assessment Inventory Template

District Team:
• High-level admin with decision-making power
• Curriculum and instruction staff
• Assessment and accountability staff
• Teacher representatives
• Administrative representatives
• Special group representatives (e.g., 

psychologists, counseling, health, non-core 
areas)

School Team:
• Principals
• Teacher representatives
• Special group representatives (e.g., 

psychologists, counseling, health, non-core 
areas)



Stakeholder Group Decisions and Questions Information and Data Needed

Superintendents, 
Assistant
Superintendents, 
and District Leaders

• Are we meeting district targets and goals? 
• Are changes needed in curricula?
• Are there differences in performance between schools?
• Are there specific student groups exceeding or 

struggling? 
• What programs are the most/least effective? 
• Does class size impact student success? 
• What are selection criteria for courses?

• District-wide data with disaggregation ability
• Comparisons to similar districts 
• Achievement of district and school goals 
• Student group disaggregation
• Longitudinal trends of schools and groups 
• Program cost-effectiveness analysis 
• Teacher effectiveness data
• Cut scores based on regression analysis

Principals and 
Site Leaders

• Are we meeting school goals for proficiency? 
• Is our trend improving or declining?
• Are students mastering state standards?
• Which students need interventions? 
• Are there teachers who are exceeding or struggling in 

terms of efficacy?
• Are there specific student groups exceeding or 

struggling? 

• Data showing proficiency levels across multiple years
• Standards-aligned proficiency data
• Students who are identified as at risk 
• Teacher comparisons on specific outcomes
• Student group analysis

Teachers

• How many of my students achieved proficiency? 
• How do these results compare to past data? 
• Which standards do students struggle with? 
• Which students need interventions?
• What skills do my students need more support 

developing?

• Data showing proficiency levels across multiple years
• Standards analysis data
• Students who are identified as at risk 
• Breakdown of learning targets mastered

Parents and 
Guardians

• Is my child passing?
• How far above or below average is my child’s 

performance? 
• Does my child need additional supports in order to 

succeed?
• Are there specific skills I can help my child develop?

• Overall report of performance 
• Comparison of student’s performance to expected 

targets or norms 
• Strengths and needs analysis by standard or skill
• Data showing need for additional supports

Students

• What am I supposed to learn?
• What have I already learned, and what do I still need to 

work on? 
• What do I need to do next to improve?
• Am I on track to meet grade-level expectations?
• Have I met state expectations?
• What is my grade?

• Identified learning targets for each unit
• Analysis of learning target mastery
• Listing of skills and learning target in a hierarchy
• State and other summative test scores
• Grades
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This step looks to address the question: “Does our current assessment inventory meet the data needs of 
all stakeholder groups?” 

In other words, what are the decisions and questions that need to be addressed by each stakeholder 
group? What specific assessment information needs to be provided to each group? 

Completing this work is also helpful in addressing the common concern that “we test too much,” as it 
becomes clear what methodologies and approaches should be used to serve distinct purposes. 

To really solidify these questions, your district and school teams may need input and buy-in from a wider 
group of stakeholders, including parents, students, school board, community, state, and/or federal.

Use Figure 7 for guidance.

Step 3: Perform a Stakeholder Analysis

Figure 7: Example Stakeholder Analysis Matrix



CONTENT: GRADE LEVEL:

Stakeholder 
Group

Just-in-Time/
Short Cycle

Universal 
Screening Diagnostic Progress 

Monitoring Interim Summative

Students

Teachers

District and 
Site Leaders

Parents and 
Guardians

Community

School
Board

State and 
Federal
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After performing a stakeholder analysis, the next step is to create a needs alignment map for each 
content area. Reading and math are the usual starting points. Don’t forget to consider social-emotional 
learning (SEL) competencies.

Map the information from stakeholder groups in Step 3 to the appropriate assessment approaches. What 
data are needed from each assessment method per stakeholder group?

If we skip this step and jump to the selection of specific tools and vendors, sometimes we unintentionally 
overlook key questions or accidentally align assessments to purposes they aren’t suited for. We also 
might select an assessment that does not provide all of the data our groups need. Including this middle 
step ensures we are matching need to appropriate assessment method to appropriate assessment, 
without leaving gaps in stakeholder needs.

Use Figure 8 as a reference as you list the information needed by each stakeholder group to answer 
critical questions. Complete one form for each content area and grade level.

Step 4: Create a Needs Alignment Map

Figure 8: Example Needs Alignment Map Template



CONTENT: GRADE LEVEL:

Just-in-Time/
Short Cycle

Universal 
Screening Diagnostic Progress 

Monitoring Interim Summative

Specific Tool or 
Measure

Administration 
Details 

Data Collection 
and Reporting
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Next, identify which specific assessments will accommodate the data needs identified in the needs 
alignment map. 

This means:
• Identifying assessments or measures that match the assessment method and accommodate the data 
needs 

• Selecting specific tools, methods, and approaches (e.g., purchased assessments, district-created)
• Accounting for measures needed for struggling and advanced learners (e.g., progress monitoring)

You should also consider which of the assessments do not yet exist and therefore must be sourced 
or created. For new assessments you plan to create, determine whether they will be made from a 
purchased item bank or internally-developed items.

An assessment alignment map can help you complete this work for each content area and grade level. 
Refer to Figure 9 for an example template.

Step 5: Determine Specific Assessments

Figure 9: Example Assessment Alignment Map Template



Ready to get started?

Download interactive versions of the templates from this eBook.

Assessment Name Content/Grades Who
 Administers? 

When
Administered?

Where Are Data 
Accessed?

Who Uploads or 
Enters? 
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The last step is to create an assessment implementation plan using long-term planning tools. This 
involves establishing:
• Timelines for assessments to be in place 
• Administration frequency and timelines
• Staff who will administer the assessments 
• Where the data will go and how they will be accessed and reported

Figure 10 provides an example template. 

Step 6: Create an Implementation Plan

Figure 10: Example Assessment Implementation Plan Template

https://go.illuminateed.com/l/124881/2021-11-04/lrwlwh
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Having the Right Assessments and
Assessment Administration Solutions
This eBook has explored many of the nuances of building a comprehensive assessment system. 
However, it’s important to understand how your assessment platforms support administration with 
seamless workflows and integrations.

SOMETHING ELSE  
TO CONSIDER

Chapter Four

Quick Platform Checklist
If you’re in the process of exploring or reconsidering your assessments and assessment platforms, here 
some key functionality requirements to consider:

Assessment Creation and Administration Platforms
• Delivers a variety of assessment types with online or paper/pencil administration options
• Features high-quality item banks with technology-enhanced items (TEIs)
• Links assessments to standards and learning targets for reporting
• Provides pre-built reports for data visualization of all data elements
• Supports customized reporting analysis for multiple measures and disaggregation
• Capable of longitudinal data analysis
• Provides distractor rationales to address learning disconnects and guide in-the-moment feedback 
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Research-Based Assessments (Universal Screening, Diagnostic, Progress Monitoring) 
• Assesses Reading, Math, and SEB in one system
• Brief, valid, and reliable
• Offers both computer-adaptive testing (CAT) and curriculum-based measurement (CBM)
• Criterion-referenced and norm-referenced
• Provides intervention recommendations based on the data

Conclusion
In order for assessment data to meaningfully inform instruction and intervention, educators need the 
full picture of students’ learning. A comprehensive assessment system provides a complete set of 
assessment tools so that every educator can take the right next step for each unique student. Illuminate 
Education provides each of the standards and skill-based assessment tools needed for a comprehensive 
assessment system, equipping educators to equitably accelerate learning.

Reach out today to learn more.

Illuminate Education equips educators to take a data-driven approach to serving the whole child. Our solution combines 
comprehensive assessment, MTSS management and collaboration, and real-time dashboard tools, and puts them in 
the hands of educators. As a result, educators can monitor learning and growth, identify academic and social-emotional 
behavioral needs, and align targeted supports in order to accelerate learning for each student.

© 2021 Illuminate Education, Inc. 

https://go.illuminateed.com/l/124881/2021-11-04/lrwh1h

