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Digital Assessment Tools for 21st-Century Learning Teams
By William M. Ferriter

Understanding that effective feedback must allow teachers to make fluid adjustments during the course of instruction and to identify students 
in need of remediation and enrichment at the individual skill level, school leaders are beginning to invest in a range of digital tools to automate 
classroom assessment. This handout will help you to consider the types of tools that might be right for your building.

Tool Type Description Preferred Features Additional Resources to Explore

Districtwide 
Formative 
Assessment 
Software

Many schools and districts are investing in soft-
ware applications that allow for the creation, 
delivery and analysis of common formative 
assessments. Such applications enable learning 
teams to begin delivering common assessments 
quickly. They also allow teachers to sort results 
and make comparisons across large student 
populations easily.

The primary disadvantage to districtwide for-
mative assessment systems is that teachers 
and teams lose the opportunity to create their 
own assessments—a process with meaningful 
learning outcomes of its own. As a result, while 
districtwide formative assessments can facilitate 
early—and ongoing—assessment efforts, they 
should never become the only source of com-
mon assessments used by teams and teachers.

•   Ability to design and deliver assessments con-
nected directly to a state’s standard course of 
study instead of—or in addition to—assess-
ments connected to national standards. 

•   Ability for teams to develop and deliver 
customized assessments connected to their 
implemented curriculum

•   Ability to deliver a range of question types—
true/false, short answer, and multiple choice

•   Ability to tie assessment questions to and 
sort results by individual learning skills

•   Ability to generate student-level reports that 
track progress over time as compared to 
accepted benchmarks for expected growth

•   Ability to sort results by individual student, 
teacher, class, and/or school 

•   Ability to access and manipulate results online, 
allowing all education professionals within a 
school or district to monitor learning trends

•   Ability to draw from banks of remediation 
and enrichment activities designed to support 
teachers interested in taking action on results

PLATO Learning Solutions  
www.plato.com 

PLATO Learning provides schools and districts 
of any size with customized formative assess-
ment solutions based on extensive test banks of 
questions connected to state and national stan-
dards. PLATO Learning also allows teams and 
teachers to develop their own assessments and 
works with school leaders to integrate PLATO 
solutions into existing district resources. 

Blue Diamond 
www.buildatest.com 

Detailed in chapter 6 of The Principal as Assess-
ment Leader and adopted by the Wake County 
Public School System in Raleigh, North Carolina, 
the Blue Diamond Instructional Management 
Suite carries the same punch as PLATO Learn-
ing, but lacks its polish. Skilled at designing 
common formative assessments connected 
directly to state curricula, providing opportuni-
ties for online assessment delivery and monitor-
ing, and constantly adapting to school and dis-
trict needs, Blue Diamond is another formative 
assessment solution worth exploring.
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Tool Type Description Preferred Features Additional Resources to Explore

Student Response 
Systems

Often called “clickers” or “student responders,” 
student response systems have the greatest 
potential for allowing teachers to make fluid 
adjustments based on evidence of each day’s 
learning because they make instant forma-
tive assessment possible. With little challenge, 
teachers can create questions and survey stu-
dent understanding immediately. What’s more, 
student response systems make learning results 
transparent for students, facilitating self-assess-
ment—another important factor promoting stu-
dent achievement. 

Student response systems pose two challenges 
for school leaders. First, results from student 
response systems are generally collected in 
spreadsheets, which teachers often find difficult 
to manipulate. Second, some student response 
systems can only deliver multiple-choice ques-
tions, an assessment format that can discourage 
higher-order thinking.

•   Ability to deliver questions from within com-
mon presentation software applications such 
as PowerPoint

•   Ability to deliver questions independent 
of any other hardware devices such as 
whiteboards

•   Ability for banks of questions to be created, 
maintained and drawn from easily over time 

•   Ability to collect short-answer responses from 
students instead of relying only on multiple-
choice questions

•   Radio—as opposed to infrared—technol-
ogy, which allows students to answer from 
anywhere in a classroom and to keep their 
responses confidential

•   Ability for results to be reported instantly at 
the class or individual student level

•   Ability for sets of responders to be shared 
easily by multiple teachers working on the 
same team

•   Ability to access online collections of ques-
tions created by other users and sorted by 
grade level and content area

Turning Point Student Response Systems 
www.turningtechnologies.com

The Turning Point Student Response systemd 
(eveloped by Turning Technologies) bears one 
primary advantage over its competitors: Turn-
ing Technologies focuses all of its time and 
attention on developing response systems. As 
a result, Turning Point products are thought-
ful and well designed. Constant innovation in 
response systems defines Turning Technologies, 
guaranteeing school leaders a long-term solu-
tion that their district can grow with. 

ACTIVote Learner Response Systems 
www.prometheanworld.com 

The ACTIVote Learner Response System—
developed by interactive whiteboard experts 
Promethean, used by the Henrico County Public 
School System, and detailed in chapter 6 of The 
Principal as Assessment Leader—is a student 
response system designed specifically for educa-
tors. Pairing quality technology with extensive 
online collections of resources and experience 
with the unique needs of teachers and learners, 
Promethean has earned great credibility with 
schools and districts around the world. 
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Handhelds,  
Netbooks, and 
Convergence 
Devices

For many school leaders and classroom teach-
ers, standardized testing has done great dam-
age to student assessment because it has cre-
ated the perception that meaningful conclusions 
about student learning can be drawn from mul-
tiple-choice questions. “While multiple-choice 
questions make assessment quick and easy,” 
they argue, “teacher observations of student 
performance remain the most reliable indicator 
of achievement.” 

Handheld computers and convergence devices 
make such observations possible, reintroduc-
ing performance assessment to classroom 
measures of learning. Pairing handheld devices 
with the right software applications, teachers— 
regardless of content area—can begin to sys-
tematically document evidence based on the 
thousands of interactions that they share with 
students each day. 

The challenge lies in choosing the right tool for 
long-term growth. While handheld computers 
like Palm Pilots existed as standalone devices 
early in the decade, convergence devices 
(Smartphones, Blackberries, iPhones) that pair 
phone service with Internet access and data col-
lection applications are likely to gain ground in 
upcoming years. 

•   Ability to draw from—and provide sup-
port for—a collection of education-based 
resources

•   Ability to collect a broad range of evidence 
such as multiple-choice responses, survey 
data, and text-based observations 

•   Ability to export results instantly to spread-
sheet applications or systemwide databases 
of information that can be accessed by all 
members of a school’s learning community or 
a district’s instructional support staff

•   Ability to track student performance at the 
skill level over time and to suggest courses of 
action based on results

•   Ability to generate reports at the student, 
class, school, and district level

•   Ability to replace existing devices—cell 
phones, email applications—and to serve 
multiple communication and creation 
functions

•   Ability to grow over time as new classroom 
uses and communication patterns are identi-
fied and defined 

Wireless Generation 
www.wirelessgeneration.com 

Wireless Generation was started in 2000 by two 
Rhodes scholars working to automate common 
school practices and is the undeniable leader in 
the classroom application of handheld devices. 
Providing digital versions of the popular DIBELS 
reading assessment, literacy assessments for 
students receiving instruction in Spanish, track-
ing tools for schools implementing response to 
intervention practices, and diagnostic interviews 
to assess math understanding, the chances 
are good that Wireless Generation has digital 
options that any school can take advantage of. 

Handango 
www.handango.com 

Digital consumers are increasingly embracing 
devices that have multiple uses. No longer are 
tools with single purposes widely embraced. 
People want phones that can access the internet, 
replace their MP3 players, organize their calen-
dars and email and collect observational data 
from their classrooms. While products like Black-
Berries and iPhones make this work possible, 
neither is specifically designed with educators 
in mind. Software with classroom applications, 
however, can be found at Handango, a service 
that organizes hundreds of titles for every major 
brand of convergence device and Smartphone.
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Spreadsheets and 
Pivot Tables

Often overlooked as complicated tools without 
practical applications in the classroom, spread-
sheet programs are just plain misunderstood! 
With a bit of digital moxie, anyone can learn 
to use spreadsheets—including Microsoft’s 
Excel, a widely available software program 
often requiring no additional technology invest-
ments—to track performance at the individual 
student or skill level. 

The challenge with spreadsheets as a data 
management solution rests in providing 
teachers with the training and support that they 
will need in order to take a tool designed for 
businesses and translate it to their work at the 
classroom level. What’s more, spreadsheets 
don’t automate data collection and entry. 
Teams that tackle complicated tasks early 
in their work with spreadsheets may find 
themselves as frustrated as teams working to 
manage data the old-fashioned way! 

While there are no specific features to consider 
when working with programs like Excel, school 
leaders interested in supporting teams working 
with spreadsheets can:

•   Repurpose positions to create school-based 
data leaders that support teams by designing 
and warehousing spreadsheet templates for 
common school-based assessment tasks

•   Establish partnerships for using spreadsheets 
to analyze data trends with local businesses 
that would be willing to offer technical sup-
port and guidance to interested teachers 
and teams

•   Use paraprofessionals and parent volunteers 
to handle data-entry tasks for teams using 
spreadsheets for data analysis

•   Design systems for storing spreadsheets on 
shared networks so data can be analyzed by 
anyone working within a building

•   Provide teachers with basic spreadsheets 
including as much demographic information 
about individual students as possible, serv-
ing as a starting point for team analysis and 
eliminating basic data-entry challenges 

•   Model the use of spreadsheets by sharing 
testing reports generated at the state and 
district level and demonstrating how different 
program features can help you to manipulate 
data and identify meaningful learning trends 

School Data Tutorials 
http://schooldatatutorials.squarespace.com 

The School Data Tutorials website is an ongoing 
project of the Center for the Advanced Study of 
Technology Leadership in Education (CASTLE). 
It’s designed to help practitioners develop pro-
ficiency with the basic and advanced features 
of spreadsheet programs like Excel. Here, users 
can learn to use spreadsheets to sort, filter, 
conditionally format, graph and create pivot 
tables from sets of data by watching approach-
able screencast tutorials designed specifically 
for educators.

Excel Pivot Table Training 
http://snipurl.com/pivottabletraining 

Creating pivot tables is perhaps the most com-
plicated skill that educators interested in using 
spreadsheet applications need to master in 
order to easily sort information at the individual 
student level. While not specifically designed 
for educators, this forty-minute online train-
ing course (created by Microsoft to support 
its Excel spreadsheet application) provides an 
interesting introduction to the advantages of 
pivot tables as a tool for data analysis. 


