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very teacher deserves a clear, 
manageable, grade-by-grade set of 
standards and learning benchmarks that 
make sense and allow a reasonable 
measure of autonomy…” (Schmoker & 
Marzano, 1999, p.18) 

 The last decade of the 20th century marked 
the demands for schools’ accountability and 
standards-based reform (Vars & Beane, 2000). At 
the heart of school improvement, the standards 
movement is a major force in education asserting 
for a huge significance of the standards campaign, 
while addressing some prevailing chaos (Schmoker 
& Marzano, 1999). Reform efforts are centered on 
assessments of state academic standards holding 
districts, schools, and teachers accountable for 
student learning. (Darling-Hammond, 2003; 
Schomoker & Marzano, 1999; Vars & Beane, 2000; 
Stiggins, 2005; Rawlins et al., 2005) Thus, a 
uniform set of standards defining what students 
should know and be able to accomplish is necessary 
(Darling-Hammond, 2003). 
   
 Studies that surveyed the assessment 
competencies of teachers in the United States 
revealed that in-service teachers were 
knowledgeable in terms of administering, scoring, 
and interpreting results of assessment, but not in 
terms of communicating assessment results (Plake, 
Impara, & Fager, 1993, cited in Mertler, 2003).  
Undergraduate pre-service teachers exhibited skills 
in choosing appropriate. 
 
 What is a standard? According to Manning 
and Lime (2000), cited in Moore & Polley (2007, 
p.1), a standard can be defined as the “minimum 
acceptable condition (or the maximum acceptable 
impact) for selected indicators”. Standards are 
“statements about what is valued; …the level of 
performance on the criterion being assessed that is 
considered satisfactory in terms of the purpose of 
the evaluation” (Ingvarson, 2002, p.3). In the paper 
of Schmoker & Marzano (1999), standard is a 
perception of common, coherent program of 
teaching and learning. Standards, according to 

E 
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Darling-Hammond (2003), have become synonymous with accountability.   
 
 Why is there a need for standards? Answers to this question may vary and will 
depend on the context from where we look at standards. From my standpoint, I see 
standards as necessary. Standards will serve as guide. Standards can serve as targets. 
Standards will provide direction, be it in the academe or in the industry. Standards 
are important whether we look at institutional and organizational inputs, or 
processes, and outcomes. Without standards it would be difficult to gauge 
institutional and organizational accomplishments.   
 
 According to Rosenholtz (1991), cited in Schmoker & Marzano, (1999), a shared 
sense among members about what an organization is trying to accomplish is the 
hallmark of a successful organization. Rosenholtz (1991) further emphasized that 
what enhances an organization’s capacity for rational planning and action are agreed-
upon goals and ways to attain them.  
 
 In the context of assessment being an integral part of the standards-based 
reform (American Federation of Teachers, 2003), there are important questions that 
need answers. For example, what is a standards-based assessment and what value can 
we get from it? What are the existing standards? How standards are reached or what 
are being done to reach the standards?  What challenges are encountered using a 
standards-based assessment?  
 
 Let us look into these questions one a time… 
 
The Standards-Based Assessment (SBA) 
 In the review of literature on standards-based assessment done by Rawlins et 
al. (2005), one significant problem faced by the team was the difficulty to define 
what a standards-based assessment (SBA) is. The team found that SBA has been used 
synonymously with criterion-referenced assessment, criteria-based assessment, 
standards-referenced assessment, competency-based assessment, and achievement-
based assessment.   
 
 Standards-based assessment is a dominant assessment paradigm in English 
speaking countries as cited in the reviewed literature by Rawlins et al. (2005).  In a 
standards-based assessment, it is being ensured that “all the students have the 
knowledge and skills that they need to succeed at the next level and to trigger 
assistance for all those who would otherwise fall through the cracks” (AFT, 2003, p. 
11). Advocates of standards-based assessment stress the value of SBA, as cited in 
Rawlins et al. (2005):  
 

…improved transparency and understanding of the assessment process (Barker 
in Peddie & Tuck, 1995; Francisco, 1999; Tomlinson, 2002); higher levels of student 
achievement (Supovitz, 2001); improved links between knowledge and performance 
(Barker in Peddie & Tuck, 1995); improved generic skills (Gfroerer, 2000); more 
stability and robustness of teacher judgments from diverse assessment methods 
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(Pitman, 1985); enhanced international comparability (Peddie & Tuck, 1995); and the 
potential democratisation of learning and the erosion of traditional barriers and 
quotas (Barker in Peddie & Tuck, 1995). Indeed, Gipps (1994) argues that SBA 
ameliorates competition, reduces anxiety, increases intrinsic motivation, and 
promotes achievement, cooperation, self-efficacy, metacognition and deep learning 
(p. 108). Standards-based assessment assesses course-learning outcomes fit for the 
context for which it is intended (Rawlins et al., 2005).  
 
The Existing standards  
 Providing opportunities for students to learn is an important responsibility of 
the schools. But how do school administrators, teachers, and parents know that 
students indeed are learning? 
 
 The role of assessment is vital and even profound in the changing mission of 
education that emphasizes accountability. Proponents of standards-based reforms 
envision that assessments are tied to the standards (Darling-Hammond, 2003). 
Assessments must be used productively to help achieve maximum student success, 
thus, achievement targets need to be clear (Stiggins, 2005). 
    
 “Academic achievement standards” is a term coined with a public policy in the 
United States asking schools to leave no child behind. In every state, schools are held 
accountable for making sure that all students meet the standards. Society is asking 
educators to rise up the bottom of the rank-order distribution to a specified level of 
competence (Stiggins, 2005).  
 
 UNESCO’s Education for All (EFA) goals and policy were framed during the 
Dakar 2000 World Education Forum. In EFA, basic education and literacy is available 
to all learners, particularly addressing those who are excluded from quality basic 
education. Education for All is a commitment to quality education; promotion of 
human rights, especially gender equality and rights for marginalized people; concern 
to improve the quality of life, reduce poverty, improve health; importance of primary 
education; participation of all in education and development in government, civil 
society organizations, the private sector, communities and individuals; includes non-
formal learning. Further, EFA’s approach is human rights-based, recognizing the 
intrinsic human value of education (Gadotti, 2010). 
 

Consistent with the No Child Left Behind agenda, learning for the 21st century 
demands that students need to know more than the core subjects. There is a need for 
students to know how to use their knowledge and skills by thinking critically, applying 
knowledge to new situations, analyzing information, comprehending new ideas, 
communicating, collaborating, solving problems, and making decisions (Salpeter, 
2008).      
  
The 21st century learning skills and ICT literacy include (1) information and 
communication technology literacy – thinking and problem-solving skills; critical 
thinking and systems thinking; problem identification, formulation, and solution; 
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creativity and intellectual curiosity; information and media literacy skills; 
communication skills; and (2) interpersonal and self-direction skills – interpersonal 
and collaborative skills; self-direction; accountability and adaptability; social 
responsibility. 
 
Reaching the standards 
 The promise of standards can be seen in certain places and examples are 
highlighted by Schmoker and Marzano (1999). They are as follows: 
 
1. Frederick County, Maryland. The number of students reaching well-defined and 

commonly assessed standards rose dramatically. Students were lifted from the 
middle to the highest tier in Maryland schools. They deliberately aligned local 
assessments with standards as they were embedded in the state assessments. 

2. Fort Logan Elementary School in Denver, Colorado. Students’ scores rose 
significantly when teams of teachers analysed weaknesses in performance relative 
to grade-level standards. Each team did test data review and developed strategies 
for helping students learn in identified areas of difficulty.  

3. Lake Havasu City, Arizona.  Teams of Title 1 teachers identified, defined, and 
focused instruction on common reading skills. Once teachers had a shared 
language about which skills to concentrate on, they improved strategies and 
systems to improve instructional quality and consistency. In just one year, the 
result is an increase of 15 percent. The number of students reading at or above 
grade level rose from 20 percent to 35 percent. 

4. Glendale Union High School District near Phoenix, Arizona. Teams of teachers 
have increased student performance for almost every course offered. All district 
teachers – whether they teach algebra, U.S. history, biology, or senior English – are 
teaching to the same year-end assessments developed by subject-area teams.  

5. Adlai Stevenson High School in Lincolnshire, Illinois. The same coordination is 
happening in this school with that of Glendale Union High School District near 
Phoenix, Arizona. Teacher teams continue to set measurable achievement records 
on every kind of assessment. 

6. Amphitheater High School in Tucson, Arizona. Teacher Bill Bendt routinely helps 
exceptional numbers of students pass advanced placement tests by carefully 
focusing instruction on the standards made explicit by the AP exam. 

 
Interestingly, these results were attained without focusing on standards 

contained in state of professional documents. Teachers’ efforts preceded those 
documents. “Teachers knew exactly what students needed to learn, what to teach to, 
where to improve, and what to work on with colleagues. Clear, common learning 
standards – manageable in number – promote better results. They are essential to 
focus and to coherence” (Schmoker & Marzano, 1999, p.18). 

  
 The pillar of higher achievement and the dream of learning for all can be 
realized by aligning appropriate assessments with clear and intelligible standards 
(Schmoker & Marzano, 1999). Looking at the 21st century success stories in schools, 
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districts, and programs, Salpeter (2008) has mentioned some examples they are as 
follows: 
 
1. Union City, New Jersey. Margaret Honey and team at the Center for Children and 

Technology have done extensive research long-term reform efforts geared at 
raising achievement in this low-income, inner city community. Central to the 
Union City approach are authentic learning and the widespread use of technology 
to support the development of thinking, reasoning, and collaboration skills of 
learners. This effort has resulted in consistent 10-year gains in test scores.  

2. Mott Hall, New York City. Grades 4-8 students in science, technology, and math 
show academic excellence and their high test scores can be attributed to the 
school’s approach. The school’s laptop computer program and its emphasis on 
academically rigorous curricula and analytical and critical thinking skills necessary 
to succeed and make significant contributions to the world that awaits them have 
all helped the low-income, largely bilingual student population soar even higher. 
Writing skills have been improved through the use of technology and collaborative 
editing. Students are found to revise their work more often and can better 
organize their work and assignments. 

3. Applied Learning Academy, Forth Worth, Texas. A year-round campus and a 
school of choice, Applied Learning Academy gives students an opportunity to learn 
through real-world experience in an environment that fosters critical thinking, 
creativity, and collaboration with Forth Worth’s arts, business, and scientific 
communities. Students create portfolios, design high tech projects, collaborate 
with local theater company, and produce and field test documents for the school 
district. The school web site reports TAAS (Texas state test) scores that are 
considerably above average – as well as positive attendance rates. 

4. Clarke County School District, Georgia. Educational Technology Coordinator 
reports great progress at one of the district’s schools, Hilsman Middle that has 1:1 
computing program and a newly designed 21st century building. It is one of the 
eight schools chosen state-wide because of poor test scores and high poverty. 
Hilsman’s wireless laptop program is part of a state pilot focusing on increased 
student achievement through the use of technology-rich integrated curriculum. 
Students’ scores have gone up dramatically at a much higher rate than the schools 
without the benefit of 1:1 technology.  

5. Sherman Oaks Elementary San Jose, California. Sherman Oaks is a K-6 charter 
school. It features dual immersion English / Spanish language program and project-
based learning culminating in widely attended student exhibitions. Sherman Oaks 
program focuses on strong academics built around real-life learning and has 
significantly raised student achievement levels.         

 
 Assessments that measure both content and skills are emerging and hold the 
potential of moving assessment systems forward because they are more aligned with 
what students need to know (Silva, 2009). An example of this kind of assessment is 
the College Work Readiness Assessment (CWRA) consisting of a single 90-minute task 
to which students must respond using a library of online documents, from one-page 
newspaper editorials to 20-page research reports. CRWA grew out of the Collegiate 
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Learning Assessment (CLA), the higher education equivalent developed by the Council 
for Aid to Education and RAND Corporation. Nearly 200 higher education institutions 
are using CLA (Silva, 2009).         
 
 Another example of reaching the standards is PBL or the Project-Based 
Learning. It is an innovative approach to learning that teaches a multitude of 
strategies critical for success in the twenty-first century (Bell, 2010). It is a student-
driven, teacher-facilitated approach to learning. In Project-Based Learning students 
solve real-world problems. For example, students were asked to apply the concepts of 
geometry to architecture and submit designs for a new playhouse for a community 
center (Thomas, 2000 cited in Bell, 2010). 
 
Challenges encountered in the SBA 
 Standards that are not identified or clearly defined may appear vague and 
difficult to assess. In countries where high stakes testing is the primary policy reform, 
the notions of standards have been linked with state-mandated testing, detached 
from policies that might address quality teaching, resources allocation, or the nature 
of schooling (Darling-Hammond, 2003). 
 
 Standards-based assessment has been claimed as costly to implement (Gimore, 
1991; Linn & Herman, 1997; Wolf, 1995; cited in Rawlins et al., 2005). It is time-
consuming both for students and assessor. Standards-based assessment’s major cost is 
in terms of equipment, provision of wide-ranging assessment situations, and repeated 
evidence of mastery (Rawlins et al., 2005). 
 
 Placing hard but practical limits on the number and nature of standards if often 
a failure. Given the bloated and poorly written standards, no teacher can realistically 
teach to and adequately assess the achievement of students vis-à-vis standards. 
(Schmoker & Marzano, 1999) The standards documents seem absurd and contain such 
quantity that would take a 10-hour teaching day to cover, according to Wolk (cited in 
Schmoker & Marzano, 1999).  
 
 In as far as providing educational opportunities for all children (EFA) especially 
education for the poor and racial minorities as well as youth and adult learning is 
concerned, it would be difficult to assess given the premise that the students who 
succeed are those provided with opportunities. How do we measure learning in 
relation to the educational opportunities? Unless sufficient data is gathered to provide 
evidence that indeed the improvement in learning is directly caused by the 
opportunity provided by the education for all agenda, we will never establish the 
achievement that EFA is attempting to claim. Assessment has to be designed in a 
manner that will directly point to the intervention provided as directly causing 
progress for all learners. This also means that we need to have a base data indicating 
literacy rate before the opportunities were provided. But what does education for all 
(EFA) really mean? In what ways can schools and educators completely, totally and 
perfectly achieve the goals of EFA? These are thoughts and questions triggered in my 
mind after reading the literature on education for all (EFA) agenda. Indeed, the 
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challenge on assessment practitioners is big and even bigger for teachers who are not 
prepared to handle assessments of student learning.  
 
 According to Salpeter (2008), new assessments that measure the 21st century 
skills remain an emerging and challenging field demanding further study and 
innovation. It entails moving beyond standardized testing as the sole measure of 
student learning. Thus, there is a need to balance traditional tests with classroom 
assessments measuring full range of students’ skills and using technology-based 
assessments for immediate feedback. 
 
 Critics of the 21st century skills argue that higher order skills cannot be 
measured in reliable and cost-effective, or scalable ways. For the critics, the 21st 
century skills are meaningless terms and a distraction from the more important work 
of teaching core content (Silva, 2009). 
  

Measurement on a large scale is difficult. A major concern is cost and 
reliability. Time is also a consideration in doing assessment particularly on a large-
scale basis. Ensuring that there is consistency among examiners will entail training 
and monitoring human resources (Silva, 2009).    
 
A glimpse of the status of standards-based assessment in the Philippines 
 Much can be expected in the area of standards-based assessment in the 
Philippines with the upcoming implementation of the Department of Education’s K-12 
program in the basic and secondary schools. The department invests in human and 
material resources for training the schools’ division superintendents to acquire 
competencies necessary for them to function in the midst of changes happening in the 
educational sector, which in the future will include assessment of student learning. 
Improving student learning is the ultimate outcome of the recent revolution, 
attempting to change the landscape of the Philippine education. Specifically, the 
expected outcomes include increasing students’ results in the National Achievement 
Test (NAT); increasing school participation rate; reducing school dropout rate; and 
increasing completion rate in the basic education.   
 
 Numeric grades will be changed to letter grades with corresponding 
descriptions of student learning. The change in the grading system will entail training 
teachers to acquire competencies necessary to assess student learning and progress 
and the skills in giving feedback to individual learners and even to parents.   
 
 The K-12 program covers Kindergarten and 12 years of basic education (six 
years of primary education, four years of Junior High School, and two years of Senior 
High School. The K-12 program will provide sufficient time for mastery of concepts 
and skills, develop lifelong learners, and prepare graduates for tertiary education. 
Moreover, it will prepare graduates for middle-level skills development, employment, 
and entrepreneurship.  
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 Salient features of the K-12 program include the following: (1) strengthening 
early childhood education; (2) making the curriculum relevant to learners; (3) 
ensuring integrated and seamless learning; (4) building proficiency through language, 
that is, mother tongue-based multilingual education; (5) gearing up for the future, 
that is, senior high school; and (6) nurturing the holistically developed Filipino.    
 

Conclusion and Recommendation 
 

 The road to perfecting standards-based assessments is a long way to go. It is a 
work in progress and it continues to evolve through research. However, it is evident 
that some schools that exerted much effort in reaching the standards have achieved 
much. These schools have provided proofs that indeed standards-based assessment is 
possible and achievable.  
 
 The following can be considered as recommendations to further strengthen 
standards-based assessments: 
 
1. Collaboration among teachers in every grade or level in terms of standards and 

assessment is needed. 
2. Improving assessments based on research is important. There is a need to review 

assessment results regularly and work on areas that are weak and need 
improvement. 

3. Professionals particularly teachers need to dialogue on useful assessment methods, 
best practices, experiences, and lessons they learned in the implementation of a 
standards-based assessment.  

4. Involving teachers in standards-based assessment team meetings may be 
considered so they contribute to the formulation of clear, essential, and 
manageable grade-by-grade or level-by-level set of standards and they have 
ownership of the assessments that they do. 

5. School administrators, teachers, parents, and even students need to have a 
common and clear understanding of the standards the students and teachers need 
to achieve. Also important is to provide support on how teachers and students are 
going to achieve such standards.  

6. There may be a need to localize the standards and assessments that will fit certain 
contexts without sacrificing depth over breadth, placing priority on what is most 
important in terms of student learning outcomes. 

7. Priorities will have to be identified in terms of the competency targets covered in 
assessing student learning.  

8. Teachers will have to consider taking risks or going the extra mile in doing various 
methods of assessing student learning, not being contented with multiple-choice 
objective type of tests.  

9. Consider advancement in assessment technology that addresses the concern on 
cost and time constraints. 
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