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“A balanced assessment system is 
a set of interacting assessments 
focused on serving the needs of 
different consumers of 
assessment information for the 
common purpose of improving 
education.” 

What is a Balanced 
Assessment System? 
Paul D. Nichols 
 
Under President Obama’s education 
reform agenda, the concept of a 
balanced assessment system has 
received increasing attention. But, 
what is a balanced assessment 
system? The foundation of a 
balanced assessment system is the 
understanding that education 
includes a number of different 
consumers of assessment 
information. Each different 
consumer has different needs and 
uses for assessment information.  
 
The first group of consumers must 
respond to the assessment needs at 
the classroom level. This group 
includes students, parents and 
teachers. This group typically uses 
assessment information to make 
formative decisions, i.e., identify 
instruction that can increase a 
student’s learning. 
 
The second group of consumers 
must respond to the assessment 
needs at the building and district 
level. This group includes principals, 
curriculum specialists and 
superintendents. This group 
typically uses assessment 
information to make decisions about 
the progress of groups of students or 
the impact of specific programs. 
 

The third group of consumers must 
respond to the assessment needs at 
the state and national level. This 
group includes district, state and 
national leaders. This group 
typically uses assessment 
information to make decisions about 
resource allocation and public 
policy. 
 

 
A balanced assessment system is a 
set of interacting assessments 
focused on serving the needs of 
different consumers of assessment 
information for the common 
purpose of improving education. A 
balanced system is not a system 
with an equal number of tests of 
each kind or in which each 
assessment carries the same weight. 
What makes an assessment system 
balanced is the alignment of 
different assessments to the 
different consumer’s information 
needs such that the needs of all 
consumers are met. 
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No single assessment can satisfy the 
assessments needs of all of these 
groups of consumers of assessment 
information. To satisfy the needs of 
a consumer group, an assessment 
must meet the following criteria: 

• Be intended to meet a 
specific purpose;  

• Be constructed to assess a 
common definition of student 
learning; 

• Be designed to fill the need 
of a particular consumer and 
fit a particular consumer’s 
context. 

 
Thus a balanced assessment system 
might consist of three components:  

• A locally administered and 
scored classroom-based 
assessment intended to 
provide formative 
information to students, 
parents and teachers; 

• An externally developed, 
interim assessment intended 
to provide information on 
student progress for 
principals, curriculum 
specialists and 
superintendents; 

• A large-scale assessment 
administered once a year 
that provides an annual 
summary of student status to 
support policy decisions by 
district, state and national 
leaders. 

 

This set of assessments may form a 
balanced assessment system if the 
configuration of different 
assessment types and processes 
truly fulfills the multiple needs of 
the different assessment consumers. 
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