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Introduction 

 Good assessments align with learning objectives and help an instructor determine 
whether the objectives were met (Mager, 1997). IXL is an online assessment tool equipped with 
content for grades kindergarten through twelfth grade in math, language arts, history, and 
science, and it aligns with Tennessee state standards in each of these subjects. With IXL, 
instructors can use this tool to supplement lessons taught in class, but it can also be used as a 
diagnostic instrument to determine individual student plans. Its increasing use in schools provide 
the rationale for critiquing IXL as an assessment, and this paper will analyze its Algebra 1 
subject.  

Discussion 
Assessment Information 
 IXL’s Algebra 1 subject is designed for students in an Algebra 1 course; however, its 
design also serves a purpose in informing the instructor the progress of each student. With this 
assessment, learner choice is not incorporated; rather, the content is based on the Algebra 
curriculum and the Tennessee state standards (figure 1).  
 

 
Figure 1 

The IXL Algebra curriculum is broken down 
into 308 learning skills (Figure 2). To 
complete a learning skill, the student must 
answer questions correctly, making it a 
criterion-referenced assessment (Mager, 1997). 
If a student gets a question wrong, it displays 
the incorrect answer along with an explanation 
of how to do the problem. Furthermore, wrong 
answers don’t prevent the student from getting 
a perfect score on the assessment; the student 
would need to correctly answer more 
questions. This would make the activity a 
formative assessment because it is focused on 
stimulating and directing student learning by 
using feedback to close performance gaps 

(Timmers, Walraven, & Veldkamp, 2015; Vonderwell & Boboc, 2013). This feedback is shown 

Figure 2 
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with IXL in a few ways: 1. the problems getting increasingly more difficult as the student 
answers correctly (Figure 3), 2. automated feedback when questions were answered incorrectly 
(Figure 4), and 3. instructor reports identifying what areas a student is struggling with and a 
potential action plan (Figure 5).  

 

 
                                            Figure 3                                                                                           Figure 4 

	
Figure	5	

Authentic Assessment 
 According to Palloff and Pratt (2009), authentic assessments involve practicing by doing, 
but they also “allow students to work under the same conditions and use the same materials they 
might in a real-world environment” (p. 41). The IXL learning skills all involve gaining skills 
through practice; however, the activities aren’t in real-world application. Authentic assessments 
often utilize activities with simulations, role playing, or case-studies; however, these would be 
difficult to apply for learning algebraic skills. Additionally, authentic assessments often use 
rubrics, and the activities are collaborative. IXL does not apply either of these in its 
programming. Though it is not a truly authentic assessment, there are some questions in a section 
that reflect realistic situations. Also, since the skills in algebra build on each other, the students 
may need to determine what prior skills are needed to solve a problem.  
 
Learner Needs, Objectives, and Activities 

In the IXL learning skills, the instructions and expectations are not always clear. Clicking 
on a learning skill immediately provides problems to solve based on the topic. For example, the 
first question simply says “factor.” in the factor polynomials topic (Figure 6). There is no 
introduction, objectives, or any additional explanation of what the module will contain besides 
the title and a preview if the student hovers on the topic before clicking it (Figure 7). Although, if 
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a student has recent experience working on the type of problem asked, it wouldn’t be as 
confusing, which is often what occurs when a teacher assigns IXL to their students. Despite the 
absence of objectives for students, the teacher’s profile provides each state standard and matches 
the specific learning skills; therefore, this could clarify the state standards as objectives with the 
learning skills as indicators. Due to these factors, this would not be a strong standalone 
instructional strategy for individuals new to the topic, but it makes sense for a formative 
assessment used by an instructor.  

 

 
                                Figure 6                                                                                                       Figure 7 

 As a formative assessment, IXL is a great resource for students and instructors. For the 
students, the assessment provides feedback and explains how to do incorrectly answered 
problems. It also provides positive feedback after each question correctly answered and rewards 
the student with medals after a certain score is reached After a student completes a learning skill, 
the screen diplays positive feedback and a prize along with the time spent on the particular topic, 
the smart score, and the number of questions correctly answered beside the total number of 
questions (Figure 8). Correspondingly, the teacher can use IXL to meet the learner needs by 
using the reports on their account. The dashboard shows provides an overview of class’s 
progress on IXL including the amount of questions answered, the amount of skills mastered and 
proficient, and the amount of time spent on IXL (Figure 10). The individual reports identify 
problem areas, skills practice, scores, and diagnostic/action plans for each student based on the 
learning skills they’ve attempted (Figure 9). Even more, the instructor can view a report that 
states which state standards have been met by each student through their mastery of different 
learning skills. However, these reports do not benefit the instructor nor the student unless they 
are used, which points to the need of greater initiative by the instructor for successful online 
assessments (Vonderwell & Buboc, 2013).  
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Figure 8                                                                                         Figure 9 

 
Figure 10 

 
Recommendations 

  IXL provides a plethora of information for both students and instructors and has the 
ability to be a great instrument; however, there are also a few improvements that can be made for 
its design and its assessment strategies. First, all 308 algebraic learning skills are on the page, 
which could be extremely overwhelming for the students. Therefore, the learning skills should be 
broken up and list only the core topics on the main page, then when a student clicks on a topic, 
all associated learning skills of the topic are presented to the student. As previously stated, the 
objectives are not listed for the student only the learning skill; so, another important 
recommendation is to list the objective or state standard that the “learning skill” indicator is 
meeting. In addition to the listing the objective, it would be beneficial to give an overview of the 
types of problems along with an example at the beginning of each learning skill, which has many 
benefits. Foremost, this makes the learning skill less confusing because the expectation is clear. 
This could also help the refresh the concept for the student; furthermore, it could provide the 
option to use this resource in addition to just the concepts being taught by the instructor at the 
time. Lastly, adding short self-reflections for the student to complete at the end of important 
learning skills or after completion of all the learning skills in a main topic could be very 
beneficial. Self-reflection helps make content learner-focused and is a principle of effective 
online assessments (Palloff & Pratt, 2008). Some examples of self-reflection to implement 
include “what part of this learning skill did you find confusing or most difficult?”, “what are you 
finding most engaging about this topic?”, or “how did you feel about the types of problems in 
this learning skill?” By answering these questions, this provides feedback for the teacher, who 
can adjust accordingly in the future.  

Conclusion 
Overall, IXL is a great resource for students and instructors especially with its inclusion 

of the entire curriculum for each subject listed and the connection of each learning skill to the 
state standards. Formative assessments are to help the student progress and inform instructors 
about the students’ progress. Not only does IXL provide students with instant feedback, but it 
gives the instructor a report of each student’s mastery, trouble areas, and identifies how long 
they’ve spent on IXL practicing. On the other hand, it isn’t as effective for instructional support 
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if the teacher doesn’t use the reports. There are some areas of IXL that have room for 
improvement, such as the lack of listed objectives, the need for instructions, and self-reflection. 
Each of these pieces would help the student connect to the information more because it would 
provide clarity on what and how they’re learning.  
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