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Creating effective assessments

Getting the balance right between 
formative & summative assessment



How would you measure progress towards a marathon?

Sensible ideas
• Get a plan

• Start with shorter runs and build distance

• Spend time in the gym

• Yoga / Pilates

• Think about nutrition, sleep, equipment

• Monitor improvements on all of these 

activities

Less sensible ideas
• Run a marathon in every training session

• Record times 

• If you are getting faster, that shows you are 

making progress



What is a complex skill?

• Complex skills are the end goal.
• They can be broken down into small steps.
• Formative assessment measures the small steps.
• Summative assessment measures the end goals.
• The small steps really matter, and they often look different 

to the end goal.
• When we forget about the small steps, bad things happen!
• In the words of Lorraine Hammond, “sight words are a goal, 

not a strategy.” 6



Formative & summative assessment

Formative assessment
• Aim is to provide helpful next steps.
• Assessment for learning
• Set learning goals
• Break down complex skills and isolate 

the parts so you can see which bits a 
pupil is strong or weak at 

• Don’t use grades!
• Use frequently

Summative assessment
• Aim is to provide an accurate shared 

meaning
• Assessment of learning
• Set performance goals
• Measure the complex skill itself – this 

is the end goal
• Use grades – which are essentially 

methods of communicating shared 
meanings

• Don’t do too frequently



So how does this work in practice?

• What assessment methods can we use to put this into 
practice?

• What about rubrics?
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Accurate shared meaning?

Can compare two fractions to identify which is larger

Which is bigger: 3/4 or 4/5?

Which is bigger: 3/7 or 5/7?

Which is bigger: 5/7 or 5/9?

90% get this right

75% get this right

15% get this right

Qtd in Wiliam, Principled Assessment Design, SSAT 2014



What about writing?

If vague rubrics are a problem with maths, what about writing rubrics?

Can use vocabulary with originality and flair?



Helpful next steps?

‘I remember talking to a middle school student who was looking at the feedback his 

teacher had given him on a science assignment. The teacher had written, 

“You need to be more systematic in planning your scientific inquiries.” I asked the student 

what that meant to him, and he said,

“I don’t know. If I knew how to be more systematic, I would have been more systematic 

the first time.” 

This kind of feedback is accurate—it is describing what needs to happen—but it is not 

helpful because the learner does not know how to use the feedback to improve. It is 

rather like telling an unsuccessful comedian to be funnier—accurate, but not particularly 

helpful, advice.’ 

Dylan Wiliam, Embedded Formative Assessment



Assessing without descriptors

Formative assessment
• Improve rubrics by backing them up 

with specific multiple-choice 
questions

• Improve rubrics by designing specific 
whole-class feedback

Summative assessment
• Improve rubrics by using Comparative 

Judgement
• Report scaled scores



Multiple-choice questions



Multiple-choice questions

What is the capital of Moldova?

1. Baku

2. Tbilisi
3. Chisinau

4. Astana
5. Yerevan

What is the capital of Moldova?

1. Paris

2. London

3. Chisinau

4. New York

5. Mexico City

Create unambiguously wrong but plausible distractors!

Unambiguously 
wrong... but still 
plausible!

Unambiguously 
wrong... but not
plausible!



Whole-class feedback



Whole-class feedback



Whole-class feedback



Whole-class feedback



Comparative Judgement
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Why is judging absolute 
quality hard?



Normally, we ask: does this piece of writing meet 
the criteria?



Instead, we should ask, is this piece of writing 
better than this piece of writing?



Use exemplars to give meaning to rubrics
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Use exemplars to give meaning to rubrics
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Standardised scores



What is a grade? 

Reporting

John Paul RingoGeorge

emerging expected exceeding



Key principles

1. Distinguish between the end goal and the steps on the way.

2. Use multiple-choice questions and whole-class feedback to define 
the steps on the way.

3. Use scaled scores & Comparative Judgement to define the end 
goal.
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