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Throughout history, teachers have strived to help their students grow to their highest potential.  Whether it is testing new theories, implementing experimental studies, or developing their own curriculum, educators have had one goal:  Help their students succeed!  The success of the student, however, is not measured in how well the teacher executes lesson plans.  A form of testing must be done to see if the student is improving and the teacher’s methods are working.  
When assessment is aligned with instruction, both students and teachers benefit.  Students are more likely to learn because instruction is focused and because they are assessed on what they are taught.  Teachers are also able to focus, making the best use of their time. (Valencia, 1997)

Assessment, whether formal or informal is a vital part of the students’ academic success.

Academic tests all fall under two basic categories:  formal and informal assessments.  “Formal assessments of your students’ achievement, such as standardized tests, will give you one snapshot of their learning…” (Nettles, 2006, p. 96).  These tests are usually created by commercial testing companies or state educational agencies.  They evaluate a student’s performance on a multitude of literacy skills.  These test scores are then compared to other students of the same grade level across the country.  On the other hand, informal assessments are not standardized and are usually created by the classroom teacher.  This type of assessment is typically done on a weekly basis to help the classroom teacher evaluate her students’ performance.  These assessments “include data gathered from anecdotal notes from observations, reading and writing strategies checklists, samples of student writing for portfolios, interest inventories, running records of oral reading, decoding checks, concept of print observations, and many others” (Nettles, 2006, p. 97).
Both formal and informal assessments are key to assuring the success of the student.
Teachers’ knowledge about classroom-embedded reading assessment must continue to be developed so that they can use the information it yields to make informed instructional decisions.  At the same time, districts and schools must develop systematic, coherent, and reliable assessment programs that ensure consistency within and across grades while complementing and building on informal assessment efforts already underway. (Rabinowitz, Wong, & Filby, 2002)
One example of a district striving to accomplish and develop a reliable assessment program is in Chicago.  The University of Chicago’s Center for Urban School Improvement created the Strategic Teaching and Evaluation of Progress (STEP) program.  This is a K-3 literacy assessment system.  

The system includes both formal and informal literacy assessment tools, informed by a developmental model of how children learn to read.  Formal tools include 30 leveled books and assessment forms for each book that support teacher evaluation of student literacy and progress. (University, 2007)
In the formal assessment for STEP, teachers take a running record and follow it with factual and critical thinking comprehension questions.  The assessment includes academic areas about print, phonemic and phonological awareness, letter-sound correspondence, developmental spelling, word-solving and reading strategies, and comprehension.

The informal assessment includes observation checklists.  These checklists are developed into a booklet for each child.  The booklets hold specific reading behaviors for teachers to use to evaluate students during classroom activities.
Like Chicago schools, other school districts are also developing formal assessments.  Along with the individual assessments of districts, many formal assessments have been developed to assist teachers throughout the nation.
Interactive Technology Literacy Curriculum (ITLC) developed a formal assessment to evaluate young children’s literacy skills.  The Individual Literacy Assessment (ILA) is a “33-item observation tool for assessing children’s literacy behaviors” (Interactive Technology, 2005).  These behaviors include:  attention to stories; handling of books; ability to sequence, predict, and retell a story; print concepts; and emergent writing skills.  This assessment is conducted at the beginning and end of the school year.
Not only is the child assessed with the ILA, but the teacher is also assessed.  Each teacher is asked to complete a questionnaire, which “includes 41 items assessing the classroom literacy environment, materials, and activities” (Interactive Technology, 2005).  The results of the questionnaire are compared each year to note the teacher’s “progress in implementing literacy and technology activities in the classroom” (Interactive Technology, 2005).

Families of the students are also asked to fill out a questionnaire.  This relates to the home literacy environment.  “Items ask about the number of books and magazines in the home, the use of computers, amount of television watched, and how frequently the family members read to the child” (Interactive Technology, 2005).

Some more commonly known assessments are used nation-wide.  One of these assessments is the Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS) assessment.  This example of formal assessment tests phonological awareness, alphabetic understanding, and fluency.  “DIBELS benchmark assessments are administered three times per year (fall, winter, spring).  Scores can be compared to empirically derived decision categories for a student’s grade level, thus allowing educators to identify struggling students and provide an appropriate reading intervention” (Goffreda & Diperna, 2010).
DIBELS has five core indicators:  Initial Sound Fluency (ISF), Letter Naming Fluency (LNF), Phoneme Segmendation Fluency (PSF), Nonsense Word Fluency (NWF), and Oral Reading Fluency (ORF).  According to an article written by Goffreda and Diperna (2010), ISF measures phonemic awareness, LNF assesses knowledge of the alphabetic letters, PSF is used as an applied measure of phonemic awareness skills, NWF is used to measure the alphabetic principle, including alphabetic understanding and phonological recording, and ORF assesses a child’s fluency in reading connected text.

Another well-known formal assessment is the Accelerated Reading Program.  This is a “computer program designed…to assess students’ reading comprehension levels and keep detailed and accurate reports of such findings” (Toro, 2001).  Libraries, in the schools using this program, are filled with books written at reading levels ranging from kindergarten to high school.  Children are tested at the beginning of the year to determine their reading grade level.  The children choose books based on their reading level.  The children are tested in the middle and end of the year as well.  This helps teachers assess the progress they are making.
An award system is often associated with the Accelerated Reading Program.  “The Accelerated Reader program was created to engage students in large amounts of reading practice with authentic material at an individually appropriate reading level, as well as provide rewards for student success in reading achievement” (Melton, Smothers, Anderson, Fulton, Replogle, & Thomas, 2004).
Each book in the Accelerated Reading Program is color-coded according to its reading level.  Students are given their colored reading level and allowed to choose a book.  After the student finishes the book, he takes a multiple-choice test on the classroom computer, which “analyzes and reports the information to the teacher and child.  Points are awarded to each child depending on the quality of answers that were provided on the test, as well as the difficulty level of the trade book selected” (Melton et al., 2004).
There is, however, some controversy on the Accelerated Reading Program.  Researchers have begun to conduct studies on the effectiveness of this program as well as other computer-based reading programs.

Based on recent federal regulations, programs must be proven effective through independent research…the Department of Education reviewed the Accelerated Reader program and other computerized reading programs.  The review showed that these programs did not meet the standards due to a lack of research on the programs’ ability to produce long-term gains in reading achievement.  (Melton et al., 2004)

Researchers argue the focus of the Accelerated Reader program is on the prize, not on reading.  Another concern was with its implementation integrity.  “This factor can affect the degree to which the program is successful in motivating readers and in improving reading achievement” (Melton et al., 2004).

Schools using the Accelerated Reader program use it to supplement their existing reading programs.  The studies conducted have conflicting results on the effectiveness of the program.
Another formal assessment is the Qualitative Reading Inventory (QRI).  The QRI is “designed to ‘help find the level at which the student can read independently, with instructional guidance, and with frustration’” (McCabe, Margolis, & Barenbaum, 2001).  Depending on the student’s expected level of achievement and the purpose of the assessment, “students are asked to read orally and/or silently, narrative and/or expository, familiar and/or unfamiliar text” (McCabe, Margolis, & Barenbaum, 2001).  Lower level passages are written to bear a resemblance to passages found in basal readers.  Higher level passages are taken directly from textbooks such as science and social studies.  These passages are slightly modified.
Unlike the harsh reviews of the Accelerated Reader program, test reviews for the QRI are very positive.  “…’the QRI provides a set of procedures that is both conceptually and psychometrically sound and that represents a major step forward in the development of interactive assessment devices’” ((McCabe, Margolis, & Barenbaum, 2001).  It is also said QRI “…’represents a standard to which other reading tests formal and informal might aspire’” (McCabe, Margolis, & Barenbaum, 2001).
Many other formal literacy tests are used in schools.  Of them, the Iowa Test of Basic Skills (ITBS) is very commonly used in many school districts.  The ITBS was developed in 1935.  “The sole purpose of the Iowa Every Pupil Test of Basic Skills was the improvement of instruction” (Riverside Publishing, n.d.).  This test is used in grades K-12.  It allows schools to compare their students’ scores with the scores of other children across the country.  The reading portion of this assessment focuses on vocabulary and reading comprehension.
Vocabulary is assessed by multiple-choice questions.  These questions “present a word in a short phrase or sentence, and students select the answer that most nearly means the same as that word” (Critical Thinking, 2010).  For the reading comprehension portion of the test, passages range in genre.  “Passages are fiction, fables, tales, poetry, interviews, diaries, biographical sketches, science and social studies materials.  Approximately two-thirds of the questions require students to draw inferences or to generalize about what they have read” (Critical Thinking, 2010).
The publishers of the ITBS encourage schools to use this test at the beginning of the school year, or in the Fall.  There are two important uses of test scores.  These are, “to check year-to-year progress and to determine areas of relative strength and weakness” (Riverside Publishing, n.d.).  To accomplish these goals most effectively, they believe test results “must be available early enough in the school year so that teachers and administrators have a chance to incorporate this diagnostic information into their instructional decisions” (Riverside Publishing, n.d.).

There are three testing options available through the publishing company for ITBS:  Complete Battery, Core Battery, and Survey Battery.  These options are intermixable across grade levels.

According to an article produced by Riverside Publishing (n.d.), the Complete Battery provides educators with the widest range of testing.  Schools can administer as little or as much of the test in the combination that is right for them.  The Core Battery has a more targeted format, however, it offers the same level of information and difficulty as the Complete Battery.  The Survey Battery is typically used when time is a concern.  It is a swift screening instrument.

The most common literacy tests stem from the No Child Left Behind Act.  The purpose of this act is to “eliminate the achievement gap that exists between groups of students within our nation’s schools” (United States, 2004).
These state-wide reading tests, in Kansas, begin in the third grade.  These tests are based on standards the state has adopted.  The mission for the Kansas Reading Standards states, “Kansas reading education is for all Kansas students to be given an equal opportunity to become competent and strategic readers and writers” (Kansas State, 2008).  Each grade level has its own standards.  These standards range in topics of reading fluency, vocabulary, text structures, literacy concepts, and many more.
The state assessments are given yearly.  The tests can be given via computer or paper.  The results are generated and compared with other students across the state.  Students are rated as being below proficient, proficient, or advanced.  Schools are “held accountable only for ensuring that students test proficient or better…” (Jacobson & Holian, 2010).
Many other formal and informal assessments exist.  Schools and teachers are constantly striving to meet the needs of their students through different forms of instruction and assessment.
In conclusion, formal and informal assessments are very influential factors in the success of the student.  Informal assessments are usually given weekly and are generated by the classroom teacher.  Formal assessments, as well as informal, have a variety of forms.  Some school districts have developed their own formal assessments to better meet the needs of their students.  Many districts, however, rely on assessments developed for use nation-wide.  No matter the format of the test, they are all useful in helping students grow and learn to their highest potential.  “Good assessment is a key element in the effort to ensure that all children become successful readers and, subsequently, high achievers in other academic pursuits” (Rabinowitz, Wong, & Filby, 2002).
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