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Summary

REL 2012—-No. 112

A descriptive analysis of state-

supported formative assessment
initiatives in New York and Vermont

This study examines two state-supported
formative assessment initiatives that
promote a consensus definition of for-
mative assessment endorsed by the
Council of Chief State School Officers. It
describes the primary components of the
two initiatives and the strategies that
state, district, and school leaders report
using to support implementation of each
initiative.

Education policymakers and practitioners are
increasingly interested in formative assess-
ment, in part reflecting widespread reports in
the education press about formative assess-
ment’s potential for enhancing student learn-
ing. As schools and districts work to improve
student learning outcomes, demand has grown
for more information on state and local efforts
to promote formative assessment and on the
strategies that support its implementation.

A wide range of tools and practices are labeled
“formative assessment,” and the broad use of
this term has created uncertainty about just
what it entails. To resolve some of this confu-
sion, a national group of researchers, convened
by the Council of Chief State School Officers
(CCSS0), arrived at a consensus definition of
formative assessment as “a process used by
teachers and students during instruction that
provides feedback to adjust ongoing teaching

and learning to improve students” achievement
of intended instructional outcomes” (McMa-
nus 2008, p. 3). To provide insights into how
this consensus definition of formative assess-
ment has been put into practice, this study ex-
amines two state-supported initiatives (in New
York and Vermont) intended to promote the
CCSSO’s definition of formative assessment.

Two research questions guided this study:

+ In Northeast and Islands Region states
where state education agencies are sup-
porting formative assessment initiatives,
what are the primary components of each
initiative?

»  What strategies do state, district, and
school leaders report using to support
implementation of formative assessment
initiatives?

This study relies on publicly available infor-
mation and interviews to answer these ques-
tions. The publicly available information used
includes websites and online documents such
as official statements from state education
agencies describing each initiative, progress
reports on initiative implementation, interim
or summary studies on each initiative, and
documents from initiative leaders and their
partners. This information was complemented
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with semistructured interviews conducted
with two state, two district, and two school
leaders knowledgeable about each initiative.

The New York State Formative Assessment

Technical Assistance Study was a pilot project

in a large urban district that began in spring

2007 and ended in summer 2010. The Vermont

Formative Assessment Project, launched in
2006/07, is an ongoing initiative that started
with 9 schools the first year and expanded to
55 schools by 2008.

The study describes eight primary components

for each initiative:

«  Goals. Both initiatives aimed to improve

student achievement through teacher use

of formative assessment practices. Both
initiatives also aimed to install, sustain,

and spread formative assessment practices
beyond pilot sites. Other implementation
goals differed between the two initiatives.

Origins. The two initiatives had different

origins. The New York initiative emerged
from a single district’s request to the state
education agency for support in develop-

ing capacity to train teachers in forma-
tive assessment. The Vermont initiative

emerged from the state education agency’s
desire to help schools throughout the state

adopt formative assessment.

o Leaders and roles. In New York, a single

pilot district served as the primary leader
of the initiative, while the state education
agency supported the initiative financially
and brought external technical assistance
to the district. In Vermont, the state edu-

cation agency led the initiative, drawing

on an external vendor for training during
the first year and on published training
materials in subsequent years.

Use of external partners. Both initiatives
relied on external partners for support,
but roles and costs differed. In New York,
external technical assistance providers
helped develop the initiative and provided
support for the full three years of the
initiative. In Vermont, an external vendor
provided direct support only during the
first year. The state built its capacity to
sustain and expand the initiative in subse-
quent years without ongoing support from
the external vendor.

Targeted participants. The New York
initiative focused on building the capacity
of grade 4 and 5 teachers in formative as-
sessment for math instruction during the
first year, and participation was expanded
to teachers in other grades in subsequent
years. The Vermont initiative did not have
a specific grade or content area focus.

Funding The New York initiative was
funded through a three-year federal Math-
ematics and Science Partnership grant
administered through the state. When

the grant ended, so did the initiative. The
Vermont initiative was funded by a variety
of federal funds during its first year and
by school and district funds in subsequent
years.

Professional development. Both initiatives
provided initial and ongoing professional
development to teachers in formative
assessment. Training came from differ-
ent sources, and each initiative provided



different levels of ongoing training and
support to teacher leaders, principals,
district officials, and state leaders.

«  Formal evaluation. Both initiatives were
formally evaluated. New York’s evalua-
tion efforts involved both quantitative and
qualitative research methods, while Ver-
mont’s involved only qualitative methods.
Early evaluation results suggested that
both initiatives were successful in help-
ing teachers gain a better understanding
of formative assessment and incorporate
formative assessment strategies in their
regular classroom instruction. In Ver-
mont, these findings encouraged state
education agency leaders to continue the
initiative and strategize scaling efforts.

State, district, and school leaders who were
interviewed described a variety of strategies
for achieving three implementation goals: get-
ting teachers to adopt and integrate formative
assessment practices into regular instruction,
supporting and sustaining teacher use of for-
mative assessment, and spreading or scaling
use of formative assessment beyond pilot
populations. Through analysis of the interview
data, the study team identified nine sets of
strategies that were present in both initiatives:

« Providing training by well known experts
and credible evidence of the benefits of
formative assessment.

SUMMARY \'

 Creating a safe environment for teachers
to try out new practices.

« Aligning initiative reforms with existing
contexts and concurrent training efforts.

+ Collaborating early with local leaders.

« Employing both voluntary and mandatory
participation approaches.

« Providing ongoing training and support
for teachers and others at different levels
of the system.

« Establishing accountability and moni-
toring methods for sustaining initiative
implementation.

 Building independent state and district
capacity to sustain and spread teacher
training.

« Harnessing enthusiasm at every level of
the system to sustain and spread formative
assessment.

This study details two state-supported initia-
tives that have worked to promote a consensus
definition of formative assessment. Findings
from this study offer exploratory ideas for
future research and practice.

November 2011
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WHY THIS STUDY? 1

WHY THIS STUDY?

This study examines
two state-supported
formative
assessment
initiatives that
promote a
consensus definition
of formative
assessment
endorsed by the
Council of Chief
State School

Officers. It describes

the primary
components of
the two initiatives
and the strategies
that state, district,
and school
leaders report
using to support
implementation
of each initiative.

Interest in formative assessment has been growing
among education policymakers and practitioners
as evidenced by frequent reports in the education
press on formative assessment’s potential for im-
proving student learning (Chappuis and Chappuis
2007/2008; Tanney et al. n.d.). Since passage of
the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, the federal
government has required states to design and
administer accountability systems that set annual
targets for student performance on large-scale as-
sessments that schools and districts are expected
to reach. As educators work to help schools and
districts improve student learning outcomes,
interest in learning about strategies such as forma-
tive assessment has increased.

Yet it is not always clear what education vendors
and practitioners mean when they talk about for-
mative assessment. The term is used to identify a
wide range of tools and practices (Chappuis 2005;
McMillan 2007; Tanney et al. n.d.). Convened by
the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO)
to clarify the term, a group of national educa-
tion leaders and researchers reached a consensus
definition of formative assessment as “a process
used by teachers and students during instruction
that provides feedback to adjust ongoing teaching
and learning to improve students” achievement
of intended instructional outcomes” (McManus
2008, p. 3; see box 1).

Importance to the region

In line with heightened interest nationwide, the
Governing Board of the Regional Educational
Laboratory (REL) Northeast and Islands re-
quested information on formative assessment
initiatives within the region. A state education
leader from Rhode Island also expressed an
interest in initiatives receiving state support,
asking for information on how state education
agencies have built their capacity to support ini-
tiatives such as formative assessment that involve
classroom-level activities. State education agen-
cies have traditionally monitored and enforced
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A DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSIS OF STATE-SUPPORTED FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT INITIATIVES IN NEW YORK AND VERMONT

BOX 1
Abbreviations and definitions

Accountability and Assessment
Comprehensive Center (AACC). A
federally funded center that imple-
ments and evaluates assessment and
accountability systems for states and
districts working to meet the target
of proficiency for all students under
the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001.
AACC was an external partner for the
New York initiative. (www.aacomp-
center.org/cs/aacc/print/htdocs/aacc/
about.htm)

Educational services agencies. Part-
nerships of school districts, unions,
institutions of higher education, and
service providers in Vermont estab-
lished to offer professional develop-
ment to meet the regional needs of
Vermont educators. (http://education.
vermont.gov/new/html/prodev/
resources.html)

Educational Testing Service (ETS). A
nonprofit organization that creates
education assessments, conducts
education research, and develops
services and products on a range of
issues in elementary, secondary, and
postsecondary education. Its Keep-
ing Learning on Track interactive
professional development program
is used in the Vermont initiative.
(www.ets.org/about/who)

federal and state education laws, but they have

Formative assessment. As defined by
a national group of education lead-
ers and researchers and endorsed

by the Council of Chief State School
Officers: “a process used by teachers
and students during instruction that
provides feedback to adjust ongoing
teaching and learning to improve
students’ achievement of intended
instructional outcomes” (McManus
2008, p. 3). Formative assessment dif-
fers from other types of assessment
in three key ways: it is an ongoing
process rather than a singular event
(McManus 2008), it requires active
and frequent interaction between
teachers and students (Black et al.
2004, p. 47), and it is used to adapt
instruction to student needs (Black
and Wiliam 1998a).

Keeping Learning on Track (KLT). An
interactive professional development
program and training curriculum,
developed by ETS and used in the
Vermont formative assessment initia-
tive, trains teachers in formative as-
sessment through school-embedded
teacher learning communities. (www.
ets.org/Media/Campaign/12652/
about.html)

Mathematics and Science Partner-
ships. A program run by the U.S.
Department of Education that seeks
to increase the academic achievement
of students in math and science by

Study questions

not commonly been staffed to provide direct

services and supports to schools and teachers

(Lusi 1997; Sunderman and Orfield 2006). To questions:
shed light on these topics, this study examines
two state education agency initiatives within the .

region that promote practices that conform with
the CCSSO’s consensus definition of formative

assessment.

increasing the content knowledge and
teaching skills of classroom teachers
through formula-funded grants to
states.

New York Comprehensive Center
(NYCC). One of sixteen comprehen-
sive centers funded by the U.S. De-
partment of Education to develop the
capacity of state education agencies
to work with districts and schools to
improve student achievement. (www.
nycomprehensivecenter.org/about/)

No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of
2001. An act of the U.S. Congress
that aims to improve the academic
achievement of all students through
increased state and local account-
ability, parental choice, local control
and flexibility, and an emphasis on
doing what works based on scientific
research. The NCLB Act applies to
all schools and districts that receive
Title I funds.

Teacher learning community (TLC).
Professional learning communities
used under the Vermont forma-
tive assessment initiative. Groups of
teachers meet monthly to learn and
improve the skills needed to imple-
ment formative assessment in their
classrooms. Each community is led
by a trained TLC leader/facilitator.
(http://education.vermont.gov/new/
html/pgm_assessment.html)

This study considers the following two research

In Northeast and Islands Region states where
state education agencies are supporting
formative assessment initiatives, what are the

primary components of each initiative?



«  What strategies do state, district, and school
leaders report using to support implementa-
tion of formative assessment initiatives?

Formative assessment initiatives were defined as
formal, organized programs that promote teaching
and learning practices consistent with the CCSSO’s
definition. The primary components of formative
assessment initiatives (inputs and resources that
constitute the basic features of an initiative; Weiss
1998) selected for examination include the goals,
origins, leaders and roles, use of external part-
ners, targeted participants, funding, professional
development, and formal evaluation. For imple-
mentation the study focused on strategies that
state, district, and school leaders reported using to
promote the adoption, sustainability, and spread
of each formative assessment initiative.

The study focused on two formative assessment
initiatives in New York and Vermont that fit the
study’s selection criteria:

«  Each was identified by the state as a project or
coordinated effort to build capacity in forma-

FINDINGS 3

appendix D briefly overviews the literature on
formative assessment and student learning, dif-
ficulties in promoting its use among teachers, and
strategies to promote sustained and widespread
use.

FINDINGS

This study describes the primary components of
two initiatives that have received state support to
promote formative assessment practices—the New
York State Formative Assessment Technical Assis-
tance Study (NY-FATA) and the Vermont Forma-
tive Assessment Project (VI-FAP). It also reports
how a small sample of state, district, and school
leaders describe their efforts to promote three
implementation goals shared by both initiatives:
adoption, sustainability, and spread. Nine sets of
implementation strategies were identified from the
analysis of interview data. Interviewees suggested
that all of these overarching strategies (and most
substrategies) were employed in an effort to achieve
at least two of the three implementation goals.

In Northeast and Islands Region states where
state education agencies are supporting
formative assessment initiatives, what are the
primary components of each initiative?

tive assessment within the state.

o Each has promoted a set of practices consis-
tent with the definition of formative assess-

ment endorsed by the CCSSO.

o Each has been supported by the state educa-
tion agency.

o Eachis unique to the state and has not been
part of a larger national initiative.

o  Each has been implemented in at least one
district within the state for at least one year.

Study methods are summarized in box 2 and
detailed in appendix A. The teacher practices pro-
moted by each initiative are in appendix B, and the
primary components of each initiative are listed in
appendix C. To provide context for the study and
illustrate efforts to resolve some of the ambiguity
concerning the concept of formative assessment,

Both NY-FATA and VT-FAP have been state
education agency-sponsored initiatives intended

to build local capacity in formative assessment

practices that are con-
sistent with the CCSSO
definition and meet the
other study eligibility
criteria (see appendix A).
The following compo-
nents were examined for
each initiative:

o Goals. Purposes of
the initiative, includ-
ing program goals
and implementation
goals (see box 3).

This study describes the
primary components

of two initiatives that
have received state
support to promote
formative assessment
practices—the New
York State Formative
Assessment Technical

Assistance Study and

the Vermont Formative
Assessment Project
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BOX 2
Summary of study methods and
limitations

Study sample, data sources, and
analysis. The study team collected
state-level data and data from

one district and one participating
school in each state. The districts
and schools were nominated by

the state education agency or other
initiative leaders for displaying a
strong capacity to work with the
state to achieve initiative goals or
for implementing the initiative
most fully. Data were collected

from publicly available information
(including documents received from
initiative leaders and their partners)
and interviews. Publicly available
information included websites and
documents available online, such

as official state education agency
statements describing each initia-
tive; progress reports; and interim
or summary studies on each initia-
tive. Interviews were semistructured
and conducted with two state, two
district, and two school leaders for
each initiative (see appendix E for
the interview protocols).

Data matrices were used to guide,
organize, and analyze the data from
public sources. Interviews were
digitally recorded, transcribed,

and electronically coded using the
qualitative data analysis software
package ATLAS.ti (appendix F lists
the interview data codes). Questions
on missing, unclear, or contradic-
tory data were sent to interviewees
for clarification. Patterns in initiative
components and implementation
strategies were identified through
iterative discussions among study
team members and verification of
interview transcripts and public
document data.

The study team complied with In-
stitutional Review Board policy and
guidelines to ensure that interview
subjects were informed of their rights
as study participants. The study team
also worked to ensure that the infor-
mation interviewees provided was
kept secure and confidential during
data collection, analysis, and report
drafting.

A full discussion of the study’s
methodology is in appendix A.

Study limitations. This study is
limited by the small number of
respondents interviewed and by the
collection of data from only one dis-
trict and school participating in each
initiative. Recommended by initiative
leaders as sites that had displayed

a strong capacity to work with the
state or where the initiative had been
implemented most fully, the district
and school selected for examination
in each state are unlikely to repre-
sent typical participating sites. The
knowledge and opinions of the two
state leaders who were interviewed
might not represent the knowledge
or perspectives of all state educa-
tion agency staft involved with each
initiative, and the information and
opinions shared by the two district
and school leaders interviewed

in each state might not represent
those of other initiative leaders and
participants. This study presents the
perspectives of interviewees on initia-
tive implementation strategies as an
exploratory step for further research.
It does not provide evidence of the
effectiveness of either of these initia-
tives or of their impact on school,
teacher, or student outcomes.

Origins. Description of how the initiative
started.

Leaders and roles. In-state public education
agencies that led or supported the initiative
and their roles.

Use of external partners. Roles of external
partners that contributed to the initiative.

Targeted participants. Types of schools, grade
levels, and teacher content areas targeted for
inclusion in the initiative.

Funding State-administered federal grants
and local resources supporting the initiative.

Professional development. Types of teacher
professional development and training for
school, district, and state leaders that were of-
fered to support initiative implementation.

Formal evaluations. Data collected and
reports generated to assess initiative progress
and outcomes.

The following sections describe each initiative by
component (appendix C details each component).



BOX 3
Program and implementation goals

Some researchers distinguish between activities related
to program intervention and program implementation.
Fixsen et al. (2005, pp. 5-6) define intervention activi-
ties as “treatment or prevention efforts at the consumer
level” and implementation activities as “efforts to
incorporate a program or practice at the community,
agency, or practitioner levels.” They suggest that imple-
mentation activities may unfold in a common set of
stages, including program adoption, initial implemen-
tation, full operation, innovation, and sustainability.
Activities related to scaling up or spreading programs
may follow this last stage. This study uses the following
definitions:

Program goals (such as higher student achievement)
are related to the possible outcomes of program inter-
vention activities, which involve interactions between
students and teachers (such as interactions that occur
in formative assessment).

Implementation goals (such as teacher adoption, sus-
tained use, or spread of formative assessment prac-
tices) are related to the possible outcomes of program
implementation activities, which involve interactions
among teachers, teacher communities, teacher coaches,
school principals, district administrators, state educa-
tion agency officials, and external partners to further
program goals.

New York Formative Assessment Technical Assis-

tance Study. NY-FATA was a three-year pilot proj-

ect in a large urban district that began in spring

2007 and ended in summer 2010. It was sponsored

by the New York State Education Department.

Goals. The NY-FATA initiative had a mix of pro-
gram and implementation goals. Program goals
included higher student achievement through
teacher use of formative assessment practices.
Implementation goals included higher quality
math instruction through strong professional
development in math content, pedagogy, and

formative assessment. District and state education

FINDINGS 5

leaders hoped to build district capacity to spread
formative assessment across the pilot district. They
also hoped to promote a greater understanding of
formative assessment among state education of-
ficials in different departments to increase support
for formative assessment throughout the state.

Origins. Education leaders from a large urban
school district were interested in strengthen-

ing teachers’ math instructional skills. Because
outside experts had advised the district to improve
student progress monitoring, education leaders
were also interested in building teacher capacity
to conduct fine-grained, day-to-day monitoring of
student learning needs and to adjust instruction
to address those needs. State education agency
officials offered support by providing access to two
federal education technical assistance centers with
expertise in formative assessment. State education
leaders were interested in supporting the district’s
efforts to learn whether the approach it developed
could serve as an effective school improvement
strategy for other districts. State officials encour-
aged the district to pursue funding through the
state to support capacity-building.

Leaders and roles. District leaders had a major role
in conceptualizing and designing the initiative.
They also provided oversight for implementa-

tion and identified ways to sustain and scale the
initiative within the district. Prior to the design
and development of the initiative, the New York
State Education Department played an instrumen-
tal role by connecting the district with external
technical assistance experts and funding. Once the
initiative was launched, state officials assumed an
observer role, keeping abreast of implementation
progress through regular interactions with the
New York Comprehensive Center (NYCC).

Use of external partners. The NYCC and the As-
sessment and Accountability Comprehensive
Center (AACC) helped district leaders frame and
design the formative assessment initiative and
provided professional development on formative
assessment to district staff. Consultants from both
centers also supported state education leaders by
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informing them about implemen-
tation progress and holding regu-
lar training meetings to build state
officials’ knowledge and under-
standing of formative assessment.

was free. The district paid the salaries of math
coaches—district staff who are tenured teach-
ers on special assignment and who were in place
before NY-FATA started.

The NY-FATA initiative
aimed to promote
teacher use of formative
assessment by providing
a variety of professional

development offerings

year-round. Different

types of training and
support were offered
for teachers, math
coaches, district leaders,

Targeted participants. The initia-
tive targeted elementary schools
within the district and specific
grade levels and content areas
within those schools.

and state education

agency officials

« Targeted schools. In 2007,
district officials met with elemen-
tary school principals to inform
them of the initiative; principals of 10 of the
20 schools in the district volunteered their
schools to be part of the pilot initiative, but
only 9 schools continued in the program due
to teacher resistance at one of the schools.

o Targeted grade levels. The initiative targeted
grade 4 and 5 teachers, and participation of
teachers at those grade levels was mandatory.
At one school, the principal found that kin-
dergarten and grade 1 teachers were more in-
terested in participating than were the grade 4
and 5 teachers, so the school was accepted
into the initiative with the participation of the
kindergarten and grade 1 teachers instead.
After the first year, participation in all schools
was expanded to teachers of other grade levels
based on teacher interest.

«  Targeted content area. The initiative promoted
the use of formative assessment for math
instruction.

Funding District funding for the three-year
initiative came from a federal Title II-B Mathemat-
ics and Science Partnership grant administered
through the New York State Education Depart-
ment. NY-FATA was one element of the district’s
grant proposal. The grant paid for materials, sub-
stitute teachers, and other training-related costs.
Professional development provided by the NYCC
and AACC for district and state education leaders

Professional development. The initiative aimed to
promote teacher use of formative assessment by
providing a variety of professional development of-
ferings year-round. Different types of training and
support were offered for teachers, math coaches,
district leaders, and state education agency
officials.

o For teachers. In the first year, math coaches—
who received training in formative assessment
during formal monthly workshops provided
by the NYCC—were responsible for im-
mediately transferring their newly acquired
knowledge to math teachers in monthly train-
ing sessions for grade-level teams of teachers.
These sessions mirrored the formal training
workshops the coaches had received. In the
second and third years, math coaches modi-
fied training to address the needs of specific
schools and teachers. Individual or small-
group coaching was used to impart skills in
modifying instruction based on analysis of
student work. Coaches modeled lessons using
formative assessment practices. Several math
coaches also created 30-hour afterschool
professional development courses in formative
assessment open to teachers across the district
(see appendix C for more details).

o For teacher leaders (math coaches). With
input from district leaders and support from
the AACC, NYCC staft provided professional
development training to district elemen-
tary school math coaches in the theory and
practice of classroom-level formative assess-
ment and on how to transfer this knowledge
to teachers. Math coa