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These definitions are provided to help you make sense of the materials that the PAWG is generating.  The PAWG operates using these generally agreed-upon definitions, although this glossary is still in draft form.  Sources of definitions were taken from a wide variety of resources not listed here.  Please direct comments concerning this glossary to:  Marie Cora, Staff Development Specialist, SABES at 617-482-9485 x523 or MCora@worlded.org.

Alternative assessment (authentic assessment, performance assessment):  An assessment that requires students to generate a response to a question rather than choose from a set of responses provided to them. Exhibitions, investigations, demonstrations, written or oral responses, journals, and portfolios are examples of the assessment alternatives we think of when we use the term "alternative assessment." Ideally, alternative assessment requires students to actively accomplish complex and significant tasks, while bringing to bear prior knowledge, recent learning, and relevant skills to solve realistic or authentic problems. Alternative assessments are usually one key element of an assessment system.

Analytic scoring:  Evaluating student work across multiple dimensions of performance rather

than from an overall impression (holistic scoring). In analytic scoring, individual scores for

each dimension are scored and reported. For example, analytic scoring of a history essay might

include scores of the following dimensions: use of prior knowledge, application of principles, use

of original source material to support a point of view, and composition. An overall impression of

quality may be included in analytic scoring.

Benchmark:  A detailed description of a specific level of student performance expected of

students at particular ages, grades, or development levels. Benchmarks are often represented by

samples of student work. A set of benchmarks can be used as "checkpoints" to monitor progress

toward meeting performance goals within and across grade levels.  In ABE, SPLs (Student Performance Levels) are examples of benchmarks; targets for instruction.

Content standards:  Broadly stated expectations of what students should know and be able to

do in particular subjects and (grade) levels. Content standards define for teachers, schools, students,

and the community not only the expected student skills and knowledge, but what programs should

teach.  For example, in Equipped for the Future (EFF), there are 16 content standards or skills, each containing key aspects which are essential for being able to apply the skills to real tasks or activities.  “Read With Understanding,” then, entails:  determining the reading purpose, selecting reading strategies appropriate to that purpose, monitoring comprehension and adjusting reading strategies, analyzing the information and reflecting on its underlying meaning, and integrating it with prior knowledge to address reading purpose.   In Massachusetts’ Curriculum Frameworks, each of the disciplines contains its own set of broader standards (The Massachusetts Common Core of Learning), as well as its own set of strands.  The strands in English Language Arts (ELA) then, are reading, writing, oral communication, and critical thinking.  Under reading, there are six levels of standards around symbol mastery, phonology and decoding, word recognition, and comprehension.

Countable Outcomes:  All measures of student outcomes except learning gains, including executive function skills, and affective-related measures.  Learning gains are gains in speaking, listening, reading, writing, and numeracy.  Executive function skills include problem-solving, critical thinking, and metacognition.  Affective-related measures include self-esteem, self confidence, and interpersonal communication.  Examples of Countable Outcomes include:  number of people who get jobs, number of people who register to vote, number of people who achieve a GED.  

Criterion-referenced assessment (competency-based assessment):  An assessment where an individual's performance is compared to a specific learning objective or performance standard and not to the performance of other students. Criterion-referenced assessment tells us how well students are performing on specific goals or standards rather that just telling how their performance compares to a norm group of students nationally or locally. In criterion-referenced assessments, it is possible that none, or all, of the examinees will reach a particular goal or performance standard.  CASAS and BEST are examples of competency-based assessments.

Curriculum Framework (ACLS):  A curriculum framework is a document outlining content strands and learning standards for a given subject area.  The frameworks are grounded in an understanding of how adult students learn, and they address the question “What do adult learners need to know and be able to do to function successfully in their roles of parent/family member, worker, and citizen?”  Curriculum frameworks provide a structure from which lessons and curricula can be organized and presented to the student.  The specific knowledge and skills taught in the classroom are based on student needs and objectives as identified by the teacher and students.  By providing examples of learning activities and successful instructional strategies, the frameworks link statewide learning standards found within the framework to educational practices developed at the classroom level.  The process of developing standards-based assessments using the frameworks is intended to produce consistency in learning standards among ABE programs across the state.

Equipped for the Future:  A customer-driven, standards-based, collaborative initiative of the National Institute for Literacy.  EFF’s large goal is to align the components of the nation’s adult learning system to focus on the range of skills and knowledge that adults need to achieve their primary purposes for learning.  EFF has been instrumental in shifting approaches for adult literacy education from an emphasis on replicating K-12 education to one that uses research-based standards to prepare adults to meet their real-world goals.

Grade level norms:  Interpreting scores on a test in reference to the average performance of children at each grade level.  For example, in ABE, standardized tests are frequently used that have been normed on children in the elementary, middle, and secondary school grades; thus, an ability of 4.8 would be assigned to an adult reading at about the same level as a child in her 8th month of the 4th grade, for example.  While the grade level score is based on the performance of children in the school grades, the interpretation of the score should be based on the performance of adults on the test.  The TABE and the ABLE provide norms for adults in ABE programs that permit test users to interpret scores both in grade levels and in relation to adult performance on the tests.

Holistic scoring:  Evaluating student work in which the score is based on an overall impression

of student performance rather than multiple dimensions of performance (analytic scoring).

Metacognition:  Refers to an individual’s ability to think about his/her own thinking and to monitor his/her own learning.  Metacognition is integral to a learner’s ability to actively partner in his or her own learning and facilitates transfer of learning to other contexts.

National Reporting System (NRS):  An outcome-based reporting system for the state-administered, federally funded adult education program required by Title II of the Workforce Investment Act.  The goals of the NRS were to establish a national accountability system for education programs by identifying measures for national reporting and their definitions, establishing methods for data collection, developing software standards for reporting to the U.S. Department of Education, and developing training materials and activities on NRS requirements and procedures.  

Norm-referenced assessment:  An assessment where student performance or performances

are compared to that or those of a larger group. Usually the larger group or "norm group" is a national sample representing a wide and diverse cross-section of students. Students, schools, districts, and even

states are compared or rank-ordered in relation to the norm group. The purpose of a norm-referenced assessment is usually to sort students and not to measure achievement towards some criterion of performance.

Outcomes:  Changes in learners, such as learning gains in reading and writing, promotions at work, or increased self-confidence that occur as a direct result of their participation in adult literacy education; knowledge, attitudes, skills, etc., that the student or learner acquires as a result of a learning experience.

Performance accountability:  A means of judging policies and programs by measuring their outcomes or results against agreed upon standards.  A performance accountability system provides the framework for measuring outcomes – not merely processes or workloads.

Performance assessment (alternative assessment, authentic assessment, participatory assessment):  Performance assessment is a form of testing that requires students to perform a task rather than select an answer from a ready-made list.  Performance assessment is an activity that requires students to construct a response, create a product, or perform a demonstration.  Usually there are multiple ways that an examinee can approach a performance assessment and more than one correct answer.

Performance standards:  Explicit definitions of what students must do to demonstrate

proficiency at a specific level on the content standards. For example, in Massachusetts’ Curriculum Frameworks in the area of ‘reading’, there are six levels for each of four standards.  Under the standard “comprehension”, performance can range from “develop vocabulary” to “interpret charts & graphs” to “recognize a variety of genres & styles.”  

Portfolio assessment:  A portfolio is a collection of work, usually drawn from students' classroom

work. A portfolio becomes a portfolio assessment when (1) the assessment purpose is defined; (2)

criteria or methods are made clear for determining what is put into the portfolio, by whom, and

when; and (3) criteria for assessing either the collection or individual pieces of work are identified

and used to make judgments about performance. Portfolios can be designed to assess student

progress, effort, and/or achievement, and encourage students to reflect on their learning.

Reliability: How accurately a score will be reproduced if an individual is measured again.  The degree to which the results of an assessment are dependable and consistently measure particular student knowledge and/or skills. Reliability is an indication of the consistency of scores across raters, over time, or across different tasks or items that measure the same thing. Thus, reliability may be expressed as (a) the relationship between test items intended to measure the same skill or knowledge (item reliability), (b) the relationship between two administrations of the same test to the same student or students (test/retest reliability), or (c) the degree of agreement between two or more raters (rater reliability). An unreliable assessment cannot be valid.

Rubrics:  Specific sets of criteria that clearly define for both student and teacher what a range of acceptable and unacceptable performance looks like.  Criteria define descriptors of ability at each level of performance and assign values to each level.  Levels referred to are proficiency levels which describe a continuum from excellent to unacceptable product.

Standardized testing:  A test designed to be given under specified, standard conditions to obtain a sample of learner behavior that can be used to make inferences about the learner’s ability.  Standardized testing allows results to be compared statistically to a standard such as a norm or criteria.  If the test is not administered according to the standard conditions, the results are invalid.

Validity:  The extent to which an assessment measures what it is supposed to measure and the

extent to which inferences and actions made on the basis of test scores are appropriate and

accurate. For example, if a student performs well on a reading test, how confident are we that

that student is a good reader? A valid standards-based assessment is aligned with the standards

intended to be measured, provides an accurate and reliable estimate of students' performance

relative to the standard, and is fair. An assessment cannot be valid if it is not reliable.
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