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UNDERSTANDING THE SAN DIEGO QUICK ASSESSMENT OF MATH ABILITY

Educators, school psychologists, and intervention specialists are constantly searching for reliable
tools  to  gauge  student  performance  in  foundational  academic  areas.  Among the  most  widely
recognized screening instruments in reading instruction is the San Diego Quick Assessment, but
fewer professionals are familiar with its mathematical counterpart. The San Diego Quick Assessment
Of Math Ability serves as a practical, time-efficient screening tool designed to help educators identify
a student’s approximate instructional level in mathematics. While it may not be as famous as its
reading  sibling,  this  math  assessment  offers  valuable  insights  for  teachers  working  with  students
from early elementary through middle school grades.
Understanding where a student stands in terms of mathematical reasoning and computation is
essential  for  effective  instruction.  The  San  Diego  Quick  Assessment  Of  Math  Ability  provides  a
snapshot of  a learner's strengths and areas of  need, enabling teachers to differentiate instruction,
form targeted intervention groups,  and track progress over time.  In an era where data-driven
decision making is paramount, having access to a quick yet informative assessment can make all
the difference in a classroom.
This article will explore the origins, structure, administration procedures, benefits, and limitations of
the San Diego Quick Assessment Of Math Ability. Whether you are a classroom teacher looking for a
new  screening  tool  or  a  school  administrator  seeking  to  understand  the  assessment  options
available, this comprehensive guide will equip you with the knowledge you need to implement this
tool effectively.

WHAT IS THE SAN DIEGO QUICK ASSESSMENT OF MATH ABILITY?

The San Diego Quick Assessment Of Math Ability is an informal,  criterion-referenced screening
instrument  that  helps  educators  determine  a  student’s  approximate  instructional  level  in
mathematics. Originally developed as a companion to the well-known San Diego Quick Assessment
of Reading, this math version follows a similar design philosophy. It consists of a series of graded
math problems that increase in difficulty across grade levels, typically ranging from kindergarten or
first grade through eighth grade or higher.
The primary purpose of this assessment is not to provide a comprehensive diagnosis of a student’s
mathematical abilities, but rather to offer a quick, reliable estimate of where a student is functioning
relative  to  grade-level  expectations.  Teachers  can use  this  information  to  place  students  into
appropriate instructional groups, identify students who may need additional support, and monitor
growth over the course of the school year.
It is important to note that the San Diego Quick Assessment Of Math Ability is not a standardized,
norm-referenced test.  It  does  not  yield  percentile  ranks,  standard  scores,  or  age  equivalents.
Instead, it provides a pragmatic, instructional-level estimate that experienced teachers can use to
make immediate decisions about curriculum and pedagogy. This informal nature is both a strength
and a limitation, depending on the context in which the assessment is used.

Origins and Development
The original San Diego Quick Assessment of Reading was developed by Margaret La Pray and Ramon
Ross in the 1960s as a quick measure of reading ability. Over the decades, it became one of the
most widely used informal reading assessments in elementary classrooms. Recognizing the need for
a similar tool in mathematics, educators and researchers adapted the concept to create the San
Diego Quick Assessment Of Math Ability. While there is no single, universally standardized version of
this assessment, many school districts and individual educators have developed their own variations
based on the original model.
The underlying philosophy of the San Diego Quick Assessment Of Math Ability is that mathematical
skills  develop  in  a  predictable  sequence,  and  that  a  carefully  constructed  set  of  problems
representing  each  grade  level  can  provide  a  reasonable  estimate  of  a  student’s  overall
mathematical functioning. This philosophy aligns with the developmental approach to mathematics
education, which emphasizes the importance of mastering foundational skills before moving on to
more complex concepts.

COMPONENTS AND STRUCTURE OF THE ASSESSMENT

The San Diego Quick Assessment Of Math Ability typically includes a series of problem sets, with
each set  corresponding to a specific grade level.  The number of  problems per  set  can vary,  but  a
common format includes ten problems per grade level. The problems are designed to represent the
key mathematical concepts and skills that students are expected to master at each grade level.

Grade-Level Content Areas
While the exact content of the San Diego Quick Assessment Of Math Ability can vary depending on
the version being used, the following provides a general overview of the types of skills typically
assessed at each level:

Kindergarten and First Grade: Basic number recognition, counting, simple addition and
subtraction within ten, basic shapes, and pattern recognition.
Second and Third Grade: Addition and subtraction with regrouping, basic multiplication and
division facts, place value, telling time, and simple fractions.
Fourth and Fifth Grade: Multi-digit multiplication and division, fractions and decimals,
measurement conversions, basic geometry concepts, and data interpretation.
Sixth through Eighth Grade: Ratios and proportions, percentages, integers, algebraic
thinking, area and volume calculations, and more complex problem-solving.

The progression of skills in the San Diego Quick Assessment Of Math Ability is carefully sequenced to
reflect  the  typical  mathematics  curriculum  in  the  United  States.  This  alignment  with  standard
curriculum frameworks is one of the reasons why the assessment remains popular among classroom
teachers.

Administration Format
The San Diego Quick Assessment Of Math Ability can be administered individually or in small groups,
depending  on  the  purpose  of  the  assessment.  Individual  administration  allows  the  teacher  to
observe  the  student’s  problem-solving  process  and  note  any  strategic  approaches  or  difficulties.
Group  administration,  on  the  other  hand,  is  more  time-efficient  and  can  be  useful  for  screening
entire  classrooms.
Most versions of the assessment are untimed, which reduces test anxiety and allows students to
demonstrate their true abilities without the pressure of a time limit. The untimed format also aligns
with  the  assessment’s  purpose  of  estimating  instructional  level  rather  than  measuring  fluency  or
speed.

HOW THE SAN DIEGO QUICK ASSESSMENT OF MATH ABILITY WORKS

The administration and scoring of the San Diego Quick Assessment Of Math Ability follow a specific
procedure  designed  to  identify  a  student’s  instructional  level  efficiently.  Understanding  this
procedure  is  essential  for  obtaining  accurate  and  meaningful  results.

Administration Procedure
The  teacher  begins  by  presenting  the  student  with  problems  at  a  level  that  is  likely  to  be
comfortable  for  them,  typically  one  or  two  grade  levels  below  the  student’s  current  grade
placement. The student works through the problems, showing their work as the teacher observes.
After completing one set, the teacher moves to the next level, continuing until the student reaches a
point where their performance indicates frustration.
During administration, the teacher should note not only whether the student arrives at the correct
answer,  but also the strategies the student uses,  the types of  errors made, and any signs of
frustration  or  disengagement.  These  observational  notes  can  provide  valuable  qualitative
information  that  complements  the  quantitative  score.

Scoring and Interpretation
Scoring the San Diego Quick Assessment Of Math Ability is straightforward. The teacher calculates
the percentage of  correct  answers for  each grade level  set.  The following levels  are typically
identified:

Independent Level (90-100% correct): The student can work successfully without teacher
assistance. This level is ideal for independent practice and review activities.
Instructional Level (70-89% correct): The student can learn new material with teacher
guidance and support. This is the optimal level for instruction, as it provides sufficient
challenge without causing frustration.
Frustration Level (below 70% correct): The student struggles significantly with the
material and is likely to become frustrated. Instruction at this level is generally not productive
until prerequisite skills are strengthened.

The student’s instructional level on the San Diego Quick Assessment Of Math Ability is determined
by identifying the highest grade level at which the student achieves a score within the instructional
range. This information helps teachers decide where to begin instruction and which skills to target
for intervention.
It is worth emphasizing that these cut scores are guidelines rather than strict rules. A student who
scores 68% on a given level but shows strong conceptual understanding and only makes careless
errors  may be better  served by instruction at  that  level  than a student  who scores 70% but
demonstrates significant gaps in foundational knowledge.

BENEFITS OF USING THE SAN DIEGO QUICK ASSESSMENT OF MATH ABILITY

Educators who incorporate the San Diego Quick Assessment Of Math Ability into their assessment
toolkit  often  report  several  distinct  advantages.  These  benefits  help  explain  why  this  informal
assessment  has  maintained  its  popularity  over  the  years.

Time Efficiency
One  of  the  most  significant  advantages  of  the  San  Diego  Quick  Assessment  Of  Math  Ability  is  its
efficiency.  Unlike comprehensive standardized assessments that  can take hours  to  administer  and
score, this quick assessment can be completed in fifteen to thirty minutes per student. For teachers
with large class sizes and limited time for individual assessment, this efficiency is invaluable.

Ease of Administration and Scoring
The San Diego Quick Assessment Of Math Ability requires minimal training to administer and score.
Classroom teachers,  teaching assistants,  and even trained volunteers  can learn the procedure
quickly.  The  scoring  criteria  are  clear  and  objective,  reducing  the  potential  for  rater  bias  or
subjectivity.

Curriculum Alignment
Because the assessment is based on typical grade-level expectations, the results are immediately
actionable. When a teacher knows that a student is functioning at the third-grade instructional level
in mathematics, they can turn to third-grade curriculum materials with confidence that the content
will be appropriately challenging.

Progress Monitoring
The San Diego Quick Assessment Of Math Ability can be administered multiple times throughout the
school  year  to  track  student  progress.  By  comparing  results  from  fall,  winter,  and  spring
administrations,  teachers  can  evaluate  whether  their  instruction  is  effectively  moving  students
forward.  This  progress  monitoring  capability  is  particularly  valuable  for  students  receiving

https://app.ardentx.com/


2

2 San Diego Quick Assessment Of Math Ability 2023-11-09

intervention services.

LIMITATIONS AND CONSIDERATIONS

While the San Diego Quick Assessment Of Math Ability is a useful tool, it is important to understand
its limitations. No single assessment should be used in isolation to make high-stakes decisions about
a student’s educational program.

Limited Breadth and Depth
The assessment provides only a snapshot of a student’s mathematical abilities. A student may
perform well  on  the  San Diego Quick  Assessment  Of  Math  Ability  but  still  have significant  gaps  in
areas that  are not  tested.  Conversely,  a  student  who performs poorly  may have strengths in
mathematical domains that are not represented in the assessment.

Not a Diagnostic Tool
The San Diego Quick Assessment Of Math Ability does not provide detailed diagnostic information
about  specific  skill  deficits.  If  a  student  struggles  with  fractions,  for  example,  the  assessment  can
indicate that the student is not yet functioning at the fraction level, but it will not reveal whether the
difficulty is with conceptual understanding, procedural fluency, or some other aspect.

Variability in Versions
Because there is no single, standardized version of the San Diego Quick Assessment Of Math Ability,
the quality  and content  validity  of  different  versions can vary significantly.  Some versions may be
better aligned with current curriculum standards than others. Educators should carefully review any
version they plan to use to ensure that it reflects the skills and concepts they are most interested in
assessing.

COMPARISON WITH OTHER MATH ASSESSMENTS

To fully appreciate the role of the San Diego Quick Assessment Of Math Ability in the broader
assessment  landscape,  it  is  helpful  to  compare  it  with  other  commonly  used  mathematics
assessments.

Standardized Norm-Referenced Tests
Standardized tests such as the Woodcock-Johnson Tests of Achievement or the KeyMath-3 provide
norm-referenced  scores  that  allow  comparison  with  a  national  sample  of  students.  These
assessments  are  comprehensive  and  technically  rigorous,  but  they  are  also  expensive,  time-
consuming  to  administer,  and  typically  require  specialized  training.  The  San  Diego  Quick
Assessment Of Math Ability,  by contrast,  is  free or low-cost,  quick to administer,  and requires
minimal training.

Curriculum-Based Measurements
Curriculum-based measurements (CBMs) such as AIMSweb or easyCBM are designed to monitor
student progress over time and are often used for response to intervention (RTI) frameworks. Like
the  San  Diego  Quick  Assessment  Of  Math  Ability,  CBMs  are  time-efficient  and  easy  to  administer.
However,  CBMs  typically  focus  on  fluency  and  automaticity,  whereas  the  San  Diego  Quick
Assessment  Of  Math  Ability  emphasizes  problem-solving  and  conceptual  understanding.

Formative Classroom Assessments
Teachers regularly use formative assessments such as exit tickets, quizzes, and observations to
gauge  student  understanding.  These  assessments  are  highly  specific  to  the  content  being  taught
and provide immediate feedback. The San Diego Quick Assessment Of Math Ability complements
these formative assessments by providing a broader view of a student’s overall mathematical level.

PRACTICAL TIPS FOR ADMINISTRATORS AND EDUCATORS

To  maximize  the  effectiveness  of  the  San  Diego  Quick  Assessment  Of  Math  Ability,  consider  the
following practical recommendations.

Use Multiple Data Sources
Always interpret the results of the San Diego Quick Assessment Of Math Ability in the context of
other assessment data, classroom observations, and student work samples. Triangulating data from
multiple sources provides a more complete and accurate picture of a student


