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Overview

• A note about audience

• What are benchmarks and why do we have them?

• The good and the bad

• It’s how we use the benchmarks that makes the 
difference

• Other issues



Audience

Primarily for those thinking about benchmark testing

Let’s have a dialogue if you

see something you like
have solutions 
can commiserate



What are benchmarks?

I did a Google search…











What are benchmarks?

Isn’t it interesting that no results 
came back for education?



Interim [or Benchmark] assessments are usually given after 
4-9 weeks of instruction and look more like conventional 
tests. They produce data that allow teachers and 
administrators to analyze learning problems and intervene 
with struggling students. These are the kinds of 
assessments touted by Rick DuFour, Mike Schmoker, 
Doug Reeves, Jeff Howard, and other American 
researchers and are the core of DuFour’s ‘Professional 
Learning Community’ process.

“

”
Source:  Sept. 15, 2008 issue of the Marshall Memo (www.marshallmemo.com/articles/Marshall9-
08.pdf) and “Interim Assessments: A User’s Guide” by Kim Marshall in Phi Delta Kappan, September 
2008 (Vol. 90, #1, p. 64-68)

What are benchmarks?

So we look elsewhere…



Why do we need benchmarks (or do we)?

Good

In many ways the discussion about benchmark testing has 
been framed as a battle between…

and  Evil



Take a stand

All schools, all teachers, and all students 
benefit from benchmark assessments.

Agree Dis
agr

ee



Voices from the Dark Side

• I assess my kids all the time, and these are just telling me 
what I already know…

• We spend too much time testing and not enough time 
teaching…

• I want to teach what I want when I want as long as I get 
where I need to be by the SOLs…

• My kids pass their SOLs already, so this doesn’t make 
sense…



Feel the Force

• Good teachers know what their kids know, but do others 
know what their kids know?  And are they assessing their 
own teaching strengths relative to others?

• It’s a good idea to prepare kids to take tests…

• We should make sure that our classrooms have an aligned 
and thoughtfully paced curriculum…

• Do all of our kids pass the SOLs, or just most of them?  
Are there differences between this year’s students and 
last year’s students?



The truth

• Benchmarks are neither good nor evil.  
They are tests.

• It’s what we do with the information from 
these tests that makes the difference.



Read this article

The Best Value in Formative Assessment

By Stephen and Jan Chappuis from 
Educational Leadership, Volume 65, 
Number 4 (available in the EL archives at 
ASCD.org). 



The truth

Benchmark assessments, either purchased by the district from
commercial vendors or developed locally, are generally meant to 
measure progress toward state or district content standards and to 
predict future performance on large-scale summative tests. A 
common misconception is that this level of assessment is 
automatically formative. Although such assessments are sometimes
intended for formative use—that is, to guide further instruction for 
groups or individual students—teachers' and administrators' lack of 
understanding of how to use the results can derail this intention. The 
assessments will produce no formative benefits if teachers administer 
them, report the results, and then continue with instruction as 
previously planned—as can easily happen when teachers are expected 
to cover a hefty amount of content in a given time.

“

”
Source:  Chappuis, S. and Chappuis, J. (2008).  The best value in formative assessment.  
Educational Leadership, 65 (4), 14.



Best practices in benchmark use

• Don’t just give the test; collect the data.

• Don’t just collect the data; analyze the data to identify 
student strengths and weaknesses.

• Don’t just analyze the data to identify student strengths 
and weaknesses; plan targeted interventions and 
accelerations as needed.

• Don’t just plan targeted student level interventions and 
accelerations; provide concise feedback to students and 
have students analyze their own data and set learning 
goals.



Best practices in benchmark use

• Don’t just provide feedback to students; use the data to 
provide teacher level feedback and target instruction.

• Don’t just use the data to target instruction; do so 
collaboratively.

• Don’t just use the data in a collaborative setting; look 
across the district to target the use of resources and share 
across schools.



Gaining consensus

• You have to have a team structure in place (PLCs) where 
teachers and leaders are comfortable looking for data, 
asking probing questions, and sharing solutions.

• You have to have a structure in place to provide data 
quickly to teams.

• You have to articulate why you are doing this, and 
leadership has to establish that it’s important.



What you need if it’s going to work

A team structure…

CCPS schools have embraced the PLC model.

“ Professional Learning Communities have emerged as arguably 
the best, most agreed-upon means by which to continuously 
improve instruction and student performance.”

Source: Schmoker, M. (2006).  Results now.  Alexandria, VA:  ASCD.

Schmoker tells us that focused time spent talking about 
instruction, looking at the results achieved, and thinking about
what we can do to improve student learning happens best when 
teachers make frequent use of common assessments.



What you need if it’s going to work

A mechanism for getting the data quickly to the teams…



What you need if it’s going to work
A mechanism for getting the data quickly to the teams…



What you need if it’s going to work

The types of data available…

Division Level
CCPS results

School Level 
School results

Teacher level
Student results
Objective Results



What you need if it’s going to work

The proper use of data in accountability…

Professional Learning from PD360



What you need if it’s going to work

Leadership

CCPS District Leadership has articulated why testing is 
important.

CCPS District Leadership provides guidance on who should 
use benchmark testing, although we continue to work on a 
broader consensus in this arena.

CCPS District Leadership provides guidance on the use of 
tests for formative analysis.

CCPS School Leadership does this in our schools.



Final thoughts

Sometimes gaining consensus will happen naturally as 
excellent schools begin to consider their changing 
demographics and the ever-increasing pressure of rising AYP 
benchmarks.

We can be proactive with teaching rather than reactive to 
summative test scores. Moreover, during-the-year assessments are 
among the most powerful tools for closing the achievement gap.  
This is true because initial teaching, no matter how skilled, won’t 
produce 100 percent proficiency….  When teachers use during-the-
year assessments well, they can spot learning problems and fix 
them before they snowball.

Take a stand:  All schools, all teachers and all students benefit 
from benchmark assessments.


