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Challenge
Formative assessment has been the focus of attention recently, especially as states and consortia, 
including the Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium and the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness 
for College and Careers,  consider ways of supporting its implementation at scale. Nonetheless, there 
remains some confusion over formative assessment.  Formative assessment at the classroom level is a 
process for improving learning opportunities for students based upon their instructional needs. Formative 
assessment is not is an instrument by itself. Rather, information gathered through instruments—formalized 
or not—can support students’ and teachers’ instructional decision-making processes. Central to classroom 
formative assessment is the teacher, who must be well-versed in formative assessment practices. In fact, 
both teacher and student must play an active role in successful formative assessment practice.

Adaptive learning is another approach for providing students with learning opportunities tailored to their 
individual needs. Unlike traditional formative assessment, adaptive learning relies on technology to make 
instructional choices based on explicit models of the domain to be taught, the instructional approach for 
teaching, and what the student currently knows and can do. However, current adaptive learning solutions 
largely focus on supporting students with limited active involvement by and support for teachers, and thus 
may miss an opportunity for integration with classroom formative assessment.
  
Solution
In support of the data-driven decision-making at the heart of formative assessment, there are indeed 
things that technology is good at doing, such as continuous estimation of multiple students’ fine-grained 
knowledge and skills, data mining-based analytics to uncover non-obvious patterns and relationships, 
and providing highly individualized interventions. Humans, on the other hand, are adept at understanding 
and responding to both cognitive and non-cognitive factors, such as affect and learning preferences, 
at working with students on setting and maintaining learning goals, and at knowing when to let up on 
a student who’s struggling versus providing additional challenge. As such, an ideal adaptive learning 
solution is one that supports classroom formative assessment by keeping teachers in the loop regarding 
a student’s progress and use of supports. There are many ways of accomplishing this. Adaptive learning, 
for example, can be a component of a balanced assessment system used to provide teachers with 
actionable information to support instructional decision making, especially since it can measure not only 
knowledge and skills but evidence of learning itself. Adaptive learning can be at the heart of instructional 
improvement systems to provide teachers with instructional recommendations; consider an adaptive 
homework system that reports to the teacher not only how well students did and but where they needed 
help and which interventions seemed to be most effective.  Finally, adaptive learning system behaviors 
could be customizable by teachers and students.  
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