
ASSESSMENT TYPE PURPOSE FREQUENCY EXAMPLES 

Screening 
Identify students who 
may need additional 
support 

Beginning of the 
year or start of 
instructional cycles 

Fluency checks, 
word recognition, 
comprehension tasks 

Diagnostic Determine “why” a 
student is struggling 

After concerns arise or 
progress stalls 

Informal reading, 
oral retelling, writing 
samples 

Progress Monitoring 
Track growth 
and instructional 
effectiveness 

Regular intervals  
(weekly, bi-weekly) 

Vocabulary checks, 
comprehension tasks, 
informal writing 

Formative Inform day-to-day 
instructional decisions 

Daily or weekly during 
instruction 

Exit tickets, reading 
responses, turn-and-
talk observations 

Performance-Based 
Assess how students 
apply skills in 
meaningful ways 

Throughout units 
or at the end of 
instructional cycles 

Book talks, projects, 
writing portfolios 

Literacy Assessment  
as a System, Not an Event 

BY ERICA BRAUNLINGER

On paper, two students may look the same. Their reading levels and scores fall within the same 
range, which suggests similar instructional needs. Once instruction begins, their learning often 
tells a different story. One student may express deep understanding through discussion but may 
respond differently if asked to capture ideas in written form. Another may demonstrate insight 
on the page but remain quiet during conversations. They simply communicate their learning in 
different ways. 

At the same time, students who appear different on paper with varying scores, learning profiles, 
or educational histories may share strengths that are never revealed through a single assessment 
tool. When literacy assessment is narrowly defined, it can hide more than it reveals. When used 
intentionally, assessment becomes a way to notice patterns, acknowledge differences, and make 
instructional decisions that meet students where they are. 

�Effective literacy assessment is not a one-way street. It is a system made up of multiple assessment 
types, each serving a specific purpose. Together, these approaches offer a more complete picture 
of student learning.
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LITERACY ASSESSMENT AS A SYSTEM, NOT AN EVENT     •     ERICA BRAUNLINGER 

Assessment as Instruction 

In strong literacy classrooms, 
assessment is not separate 
from teaching. Teachers gather 
meaningful information while 
students are reading, writing, 
speaking, and thinking. A conference 
note, journal response, or partner  
talk often reveals more than a formal 
test does.

When assessment is embedded 
in instruction, teachers can adjust 
lessons in real time, offer targeted 
feedback, and design learning 
experiences that build on students’ 
strengths. 

Equity Check 

Before using or interpreting an 
assessment, it’s worth pausing to ask: 

•	 Who gets multiple opportunities 
to show understanding? 

•	 What is the tone or language 
being used? 

•	 Are students assessed only 
through writing? 

•	 Does this assessment measure 
literacy or compliance? 

Involving Students  
in the Assessment Process 

Assessment becomes more meaningful when 
students are active participants rather than passive 
recipients. When students reflect on their reading 
and writing, set goals, and track their own growth, 
they develop a clearer understanding of themselves 
as learners. 

Ways to involve students include: 
•	 Goal-setting reading conferences 
•	 Reflection prompts (e.g., What strategy did  

I use today?) 
•	 Portfolio reviews 
•	 Peer feedback supported by clear sentence 

starters

Sharing Assessment  
Information with Purpose 

With students 
•	 Highlight strengths alongside next steps 
•	 Use student work to show evidence of growth 

With families 
•	 Share progress, not just levels 
•	 Explain what readers do, not just where they are 

With colleagues and administration 
•	 Look for trends over time 
•	 Bring student work samples, not only numbers

Final Takeaways 

•	 Literacy assessment is a system, not a single tool. 
•	 It should be embedded in daily instruction. 
•	 Students deserve multiple ways to show learning. 
•	 The goal is growth, not labels.

When teachers look beyond the score, assessment becomes  
what it was always meant to be: a way to understand learners  

and support their growth as readers and writers.
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