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Letter to Teachers  
 

Dear Teacher, 

Welcome to the ASSISTment System. We have designed this binder to help you gain a clearer understanding of 

the content and to provide written instructions on how to get yourself and your students using the system. For 

more up to date details on the ASSISTment System, please visit our information webpage at 

http://teacherwiki.assistment.org. You can use the Fact Sheet on the next page to share information on the 

System with your administration, other teachers, or parents. Finally, in this section, we have added a few 

examples of individual ASSISTment questions with the tutoring visible. We hope that this will give you a clear 

understanding of the structure of an ASSISTment. 

In this binder, we have instructions for accessing student data and setting up teacher and student accounts. We 

have also included a section on using the ASSISTment System that gives a few examples of how the system has 

been used by teachers. We have created the ASSISTment System as a tool for teachers to use. Each school has 

its own unique set of needs and goals that can be facilitated by the ASSISTment System. The ideas provided here 

are just the tip of the iceberg on how you can use the system to improve student learning at your school. 

If you have any comments or questions we would love to hear from you. You can contact us by e-mail at 

assistment-support@wpi.edu. If you have comments on an individual ASSISTment question be sure to include 

the ASSISTment number or use the comments on the question button within the system. 

 

We look forward to hearing about how you use the system. 

Sincerely, 

Neil Heffernan 

Co-creator & Associate Professor 

of Computer Science at WPI 

Cristina Heffernan 

Co-creator & Chief Professional 

Development Coordinator

Click the comment button to 

give us any feedback. 

This is the 

ASSISTment 

number 

http://teacherwiki.assistment.org/
mailto:assistment-support@wpi.edu
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Fact Sheet on the ASSISTment Project  
http://www .assistment.org 

 

Á What is the ASSISTment System? The ASSISTment System is a web-based tutoring program for 4th to 
10th grade mathematics. ¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ άASSISTmentέ ōƭŜƴŘǎ ǘǳǘƻǊƛƴƎ άŀǎǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜέ ǿƛǘƘ άŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘέ 
reporting to teachers. This gives teachers fine grained reporting on roughly 90 skills that the system 
tracks per grade level. More generally, the system is a great tool to help achieve the US Dept of 
9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ Ǝƻŀƭ ƻŦ ǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀƴ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ-based science, as the system is able to 
do large-scale studies of what constitute effective educational practice.  

Á What is the goal? No Child Left Behind legislation urges schools and teachers to use formative 
assessment information to inform their classroom instruction. The dilemma is that every minute spent 
testing is a minute taken away from instruction. The ASSISTment System solves this problem by tutoring 
students on items they get wrong, thus providing integrated assisting of students while they are being 
assessed. Teachers can use this detailed assessment data to adjust their classroom instruction and 
pacing. 

Á How is it used? Math teachers assign problem sets to their students to do on the computer and 
students are tutored on the items they get wrong. Teachers log on to the System and study detailed 
ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘǎΦ Teachers can use content already developed at 
WPI or write their own content. 

Á Who is using it? In 2007-08 just over 4,000 students used the system mostly near Worcester, MA and 
Pittsburgh, PA. We have scalability results that suggest we should be able to scale up nicely with the 11 
servers we have in place so that we can support every classroom in the state of Massachusetts. 

Á What do we know about its effectiveness? 

1. What do we know about its effectiveness as an assessment system? In Razzaq et al. (2005)1 we 
ǎƘƻǿŜŘ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘ ŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ a/!{ ǎŎƻǊŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƘƛƎƘ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ƻŦ ǊŜƭƛŀōƛƭƛǘȅΦ  

2. What do we know about its effectiveness as an instructional assisting system? In the same Razzaq et 
al. (2005), we showed that students were reliably learning from the ASSISTment system. 

3. What do we know about the effectiveness of the system to study the learning that is taking place 
outside of class? We have found that the ASSISTment system can track individual skills being learned 
inside of classrooms, thus opening the door to using the system to study any classroom intervention, 
as teachers like to use the system with their students.  

Á Who built the ASSISTments? In 2003, Neil Heffernan and Ken Koedinger conceived of the idea of the 
ASSISTment System and received funding from the US Dept of Education to get started. This idea was 
successful, in part, due to prior funding from the Office of Naval Research to build tools to make it more 
cost effective to build intelligent tutoring systems. In 2004, Heffernan was funded by a National Science 
Foundation CAREER grant to extend the ASSISTment System from 8th grade up to 10th grade. Over 30 
students at WPI and several full time staff at CMU helped make it all happen. Contact Professor Neil 
Heffernan at WPI 508-831-5569 for more information at nth@wpi.edu. 

                                                           
1
 This paper and dozens of others can be found at the publications page of our website at 

www.assistment.org/about/publications  
 

http://www.assistment.org/
mailto:nth@wpi.edu
http://www.assistment.org/about/publications
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Sample ASSISTment Problems 

ASSISTment #4686  
This is an ASSISTment as it shows up for a student. The ASSISTment number is in the upper right hand corner. It 
is used as a reference through the system and is important to keep track of. Next to the number is the name. If 
the ASSISTment question came from the MCAS test, details of its origin will be shown in the name.  

This ASSISTment is number 4468 and it was number 19 on the 2003 8th grade MCAS. The student types their 
ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻȄ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōƻǘǘƻƳ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ŎƭƛŎƪǎ ƻƴ ά{ǳōƳƛǘ !ƴǎǿŜǊ.έ If it is correct it will be 
marked correct in the teacher reports and they will go on to then next problem. If not, the problem will be 
marked incorrect in the teachers report and be broken down into steps for the student. If they have no idea 
ǿƘŀǘ ǘƻ Řƻ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ Ǝƻ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ǘƻ ά.ǊŜŀƪ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƛƴǘƻ ǎǘŜǇǎέ ōǳǘ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ Řƻ this, it will be marked incorrect 
in the teacherΩs reports. On the following pages, ǿŜ ǿƛƭƭ ƎƛǾŜ ȅƻǳ ŀ άǘƻǳǊέ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ǎŜŜǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ 
ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ǿǊƻƴƎ ƻǊ ŎƭƛŎƪ ƻƴ ά.ǊŜŀƪ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƛƴǘƻ ǎǘŜǇǎ. 

This problem also demonstrates how we tag ASSISTment main problems and their scaffolding problems to help 
assess what skills students are lacking. The State of Massachusetts tagged this problem as a geometry problem 
because it involves congruent triangles. However, with close examination one will notice that a student needs to 
understand perimeter (a measurement skill), equation solving and substitution (both skills in patterns, relations 
and algebra), and congruence (a geometry skill). As you see the scaffolding questions for these problems, you 
will see how each one addresses one of the skills involved in the main problem.  

 

This is ASSISTment 

number 4468 

This is the ASSISTment 

title, this ASSISTment 

is number 19 from the 

2003 8th grade MCAS. 

This button 

will initiate 

the 

tutoring 

and mark 

the 

student 

wrong on 

the 

teachers 

report. 

Type 

answers in 

this box 

Click here to 

Submit 

answer 

In this problem students need to know: 

Geometry, to understand what congruent triangles mean 

Measurement, what perimeter means and how to apply it 

Patterns Relations and Algebra, to know how to solve an 

equation and substitute a value of x back into an 

expression 
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If the student gets the problem wrong, the system breaks the problem into steps. In this example, you can see 

that the student submitted the wrong answer, 2x, ǎƻ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ōƻȄ ǘǳǊƴǎ ǊŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǘƻƭŘ ά{ƻǊǊȅΣ 

that is incorrect. [ŜǘΩǎ ƳƻǾŜ ƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŦƛƎǳǊŜ ƻǳǘ ǿƘȅΗέ If the student has problems with the first scaffolding 

ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ŎƭƛŎƪ ƻƴ ά{Ƙƻǿ ƳŜ Ƙƛƴǘ м ƻŦ оέ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƘƛƴǘǎΦ We have shown all the hints for 

the second scaffolding question as an example. Note that the last hint always gives the answer.  

 

 

 

 

The box around the 

original question turns 

red when the student 

gets the problem 

wrong. 

You can see the incorrect answer 2x 

was typed into the submit box for 

the original question. 

This is the first scaffolding 
question. It deals with congruence 
a skill in Geometry. 
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Once the student gets the first scaffolding question right, they move on to the next one automatically. In the last 

scaffolding question, the student is asked the original question again. Once again, if they cannot get the correct 

answer they can ask for hints to help move them through the problem.  

 

 

The box around the previous 

scaffolding question is green 

indicating they got it correct. 

This is the second scaffolding question. It 

deals with perimeter a skill in Measurement. 

These are the three hints a student can 

request one at a time.  

The last hint always shows the 

answer, this way the student can 

move on to the next scaffolding 

ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΦ ¦ǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ άōƻǘǘƻƳ ƻǳǘ 

Ƙƛƴǘέ ƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊΩǎ 

item report. 

This is a buggy message. Notice the 

student selected ½*x(2x) which is 

an attempt to use the formula for 

area. The message is designed to 

respond directly to the incorrect 

answer selected. 
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This is the third scaffolding question. It 

deals with solving an equation a skill in 

Patterns Relations and Algebra. 

The skill needed to find the final answer 

is substitution from Patterns Relations 

and Algebra since the student just 

found that x is 5 and now needs to find 

2x.  

The last scaffolding question 

returns to the original 

problem in order to see if 

the student can put all the 

pieces together.  


