
 

Understanding Types of Data Sources  
 

Two Main Types of Assessments  
Umbrella Assessments (Interim/Benchmark Assessments)  

This type of data usually offers teachers the ability to gather an overall perspective of large-scale student 

achievement related to multiple strategies/skills/standards. These assessments generally point to areas of 

concern but do not provide specific information on how students are working through the assessment task.  

 

Process Assessments (Classroom Formative Assessments) 

This type of data usually offers teachers an up-close look at the student's thinking process in either verbal or 

written form. These assessments give teachers information about why a student may have a misconception or 

confusion about a skill/strategy/standard. Process assessments are more focused on the behaviors and processes 

students use daily in the classroom.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Focusing on Balance 
In How to Make Decisions with Different Kinds of Student Assessment Data, Dr. Susan M. Brookhart, a professor 

at Duquesne University, states that "The classroom is the place where learning happens, and if we ignore the 

information closest to the learning, we lose a lot of fine-grained and diagnostic information." When thinking 

about which data sources to pull from, consider a balance that looks like the chart below:  
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Use the data sources chart below and the reflection questions to think about the data you use in your own 

classroom.  

Data Source Description Purpose Questions to Consider 
Multiple Choice 
Tests (State 
Assessments, 
Classroom 
Assessments, 
District 
Assessments)  

A test given over multiple 
skills/strategies/standards. In 
reading, these tests usually have a 
short passage that students will 
read and then answer questions. 
In writing, the tests may be more 
related to grammatical concepts.  

To view student performance on a wide 
variety of standards/skills/strategies. To 
get an overall picture that provides 
general areas of difficulty without 
explicit guidance. To compare students' 
progress against each other by using a 
common assessment.  

• Where did this test come from? 

• Does the test assess all the skills/strategies/standards 
that have been taught? 

• Were students taught these concepts in the manner 
with which they are tested? 

• Do any of the students suffer from test anxiety? 

• Are the questions written in a way that the students 
understand? 

• Are the students familiar with this type of test format? 

• Is the text used in this test reflective of the current 
reading abilities of the students?  

• Were students required to use test-taking strategies on 
this test?  

• Does the student need any sort of specialized 
knowledge to answer the questions?  Did students need 
background information on anything in a scenario that 
might affect the test question's ability to measure 
achievement? (Example: A student from Texas is taking 
a reading assessment about ice skating on a frozen pond 
in winter. The student may need background knowledge 
of how fragile the ice is to understand that the main 
character is fearful.)  

• Has this test been taken by the teacher administering 
the test?  

• Are there enough questions to ensure that the results 
provide you with an accurate sense of what students 
know and not just an indicator of chance performance? 



 

Fill in the Blank 
Worksheets  

A phrase, sentence, or paragraph 
with a blank space where a 
student provides the missing 
word or words. Often a word 
bank is provided for students to 
choose from.  

To evaluate student understanding of 
specific terms and definitions. This may 
be an understanding of vocabulary 
words, information about different 
reading genre terms, grammatical 
concepts, or vocabulary related to a 
specific text.   

• Where did this worksheet come from? 

• Does this tie directly into the skills/standards/strategies 
that have been taught? 

• Are the number of questions for each 
skill/standard/strategy representative of how much time 
was spend on them in class?  

• How has answering this question type been modeled for 
students?  

• Do students know how to troubleshoot these types of 
questions when they are unsure of what word to 
choose? 

• Does this type of assessment show the student's 
thinking process over time? 

• Are the sentences/paragraphs written in a way that 
students understand?   

• Did the question ask students to use thinking skills that 
match the standard being assessed? (Example: Did the 
standard expect students to recall the information, or 
were they supposed to be able to use the information to 
solve a problem or analyze a solution?)  

Written 
response  

A longer response that contains 
words and thoughts that are 
unique to the student. Students 
may be responding to a writing 
prompt, developing their own 
compositions, or writing about 
their thinking while reading.  

To evaluate the thought process of the 
student and gain a better understanding 
of how a student interprets a question 
and applies the skill/strategy/standard 
that is assessed.  

• Reading Specific: Does this response require students to 
think about a longer piece of text or drawn from a short 
excerpt or selection? 

• Writing Specific: How does the student's stamina impact 
the piece of writing?  

• What specific skill/strategy/standard is being evaluated? 
Does the student's grasp of conventions make this 
skill/strategy/standard challenging to assess?  

Conference 
Data 

Notes from a verbal conversation 
between a teacher and student. 
The student may be responding 
to prompting questions from the 
teacher or sharing information 

To evaluate the thought process of the 
student and gain a better understanding 
of how a student applies the knowledge 
they have learned to a specific task.  

• How well does the student express themselves verbally? 

• Were the questions asked of the student aligned to what 
they had been taught? 

• Does the conversation show the student's thinking over 
time? 



 

about their progress towards a 
specific goal.  

• Is the data from one conference or multiple 
conferences? 

• Is the conference held in a small group or individual 
format? How does the student response differ in each 
setting? 

Student 
Conversations  

When students talk to each other 
about the process they used to 
arrive at a conclusion, work 
through a strategy, or solve a 
problem.  

To have students think about the 
process they used to apply their thinking 
to a task.  

• How comfortable is this student sharing with others? 

• Are there any language or speech barriers that could 
affect the student's ability to communicate effectively? 

• Has the student observed what an effective partnership 
conversation looks like? 

• Are sentence stems or other visual aids provided for the 
students to assist with structured academic 
conversations? 

• How are the conversations being observed? Are notes 
being taken by the teacher or are students writing down 
their own reflections?  

Process Pieces  A reading or writing piece that is 
completed over the course of 
several days or weeks. Often 
involving multiple concepts and 
stages of development.  

To show how a student can utilize 
multiple skills/strategies together to 
produce an end product.  

• Have students had the expectations for process piece 
explained to them? 

• What specific skills/strategies/standards are being 
evaluated? 

• Did the process piece ask students to use thinking skills 
that match the standards being assessed? 

• Does the student need any sort of specialized 
knowledge to complete the task?  Did students need 
background information on anything in a task that might 
affect the project’s ability to measure achievement? 

• Does the process piece tie directly into the 
skills/standards/strategies that have been taught? 

• Does the student have the stamina to complete a 
process piece over a longer time period?  

• Does the student have any known issue with 
synthesizing information or short term memory? 



 

Group Projects  A reading or writing project that 
has been completed over a series 
of days by a group of students. 
These projects often involved 
students using several different 
strategies to achieve a cohesive 
end product.  

To show how a student can utilize 
multiple skills/strategies together to 
produce an end product while also 
working with a group of their peers.  

• Where did this group project come from? 

• Have students had the expectations for group project 
behavior explained to them? 

• How well does this student work in a group? 

• Did the task ask students to use thinking skills that 
match the standard being assessed? 

• Does the student need any sort of specialized 
knowledge to complete the task?  Did students need 
background information on anything in a task that might 
affect the project’s ability to measure achievement? 

• Is the student workload equitable within the group?  

• Does the group project tie directly into the 
skills/standards/strategies that have been taught? 

• Does the student have the stamina to complete a 
project over a longer time period?  

Student Goal 
Setting and 
Self-
Assessments  

An assessment that requires 
student to rate themselves 
through short sentence or a scale 
about how proficient they feel 
with a strategy or set of 
strategies. These assessments 
take place before and after 
learning begins.  

To measure student confidence and self-
efficacy around a specific set of 
skills/strategies/standards.  

• How comfortable do students feel sharing their true 
feelings in the classroom? 

• Have students had the expectations for these types of 
assessments explained to them? 

• Does this type of assessment show the student's 
thinking process over time? 
 

Short 
Answer/Exit 
Tickets  

A quick assessment (short 
answer, multiple choice, fill in the 
blank) that provides a quick 
glance at how the may or may not 
have understood a 
skill/strategy/standard taught in 
class.  

To view whole class understandings of a 
specific skill/standard/strategy and look 
for information around that.  

• Was enough time allotted for students to complete the 
exit ticket? 

• Were students directed back to resources use in class to 
guide their responses? 

• Have students seen a model of how to complete an exit 
ticket? 

• Does this type of assessment show the student's 
thinking process over time? 

• Does the exit ticket tie directly into the 
skills/standards/strategies that have been taught? 

 



 

 


