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Abstract: 

Employers, postsecondary institutions, and civic leaders are urging greater focus on 21st century skills 

essential for college, career, and civic success: problem solving, interpersonal skills, and collaboration, among 

others. In response to these demands, states across the country are working to realign policies—on learning 

standards, assessments, and human capital strategies—to set a new course for their state education systems.  

Many states are reconsidering their assessment strategies and asking whether existing assessments are 

designed to be the barometer, resource, and engine for learning necessary to support the new demands on 

students. To address gaps in existing assessments, many states are considering the role of performance 

assessments—assessments that require students to craft solutions to problems by constructing an answer, 

producing a product, or performing an activity rather than selecting from a list of multiple-choice answers—

within their statewide assessment strategies. By requiring students to complete multifaceted tasks, these 

assessments can better support 21st century learning.  

This report is intended to familiarize state boards of education with performance assessments and help state 

board members and other policymakers address some of the thorniest issues around these assessments: 

purpose, sustainability, reliability, accountability, policy alignment, equity, professional practice, and 

implementation.  The report ends with a set of discussion questions so that each state can begin to analyze 

barriers and opportunities toward effective implementation of these assessments. 
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Performance Assessments: How State Policy Can Advance Assessments 

for 21st Century Learning 

Assessments of, as, and for learning play essential roles in advancing learning outcomes: as a 

barometer of student learning, as a resource for educators, and as an engine driving learning. 

Assessments are not in themselves ends—they are means to support student learning. This paper 

asks two essential questions regarding whether assessments are achieving their purposes. First, 

are the assessments that states are using aligned to the knowledge, skills, and dispositions 

deemed essential to students’ future success? If not, what is needed to better align the state’s 

primary goal—college, career, and civic readiness for all students—and state assessment 

policy?
1
  

At present, there is a mismatch between the knowledge, skills, and dispositions states expect 

students in the 21st century to attain upon high school graduation and the skills most current 

summative assessments measure and support. Many states have not yet begun to create new 

assessment systems to evaluate these more complex skills. Such systems will need to place 

greater emphasis on performance assessments—that 

is, assessments that require students to craft their 

own responses to problems through constructing an 

answer, producing a product, or performing an 

activity rather than merely selecting from multiple-

choice answers. 

The purpose of this paper is to help state board of 

education members and other policy leaders 

understand the contributions that performance assessments can make as part of a comprehensive 

assessment and accountability system and to outline key considerations that will enable states to 

use such assessments to advance their college, career, and civic readiness goals. Because states 

have different histories and experiences, the paper includes a set of discussion questions that will 

enable state leaders to assess their capacity to use and advance performance assessments.  

Barometer-Assessments of learning can show how students are progressing in meeting state standards and 
developing knowledge, skills, and dispositions deemed important for college, career, and civic success. In the 
process, they can help direct needed resources and supports to district, schools , and students. 

Resource-Assessments for learning can help inform educator practice by identifying students’ learning 
progress and needs. They can also inform students about how to improve as they revise their work and set 
goals for developing their skills. They can give parents insights about how to support their children's learning. 

Engine-Assessments as learning offer meaningful tasks that support and deepen learning as students engage in 
them. They offer teachers good models of instruction . 

Performance Assessment (active noun)- 

Assessments that require students to craft 

their own responses to problems through 

constructing an answer, producing a 

product, or performing an activity rather 

than merely selecting from multiple-choice 

answers. 
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Educational Imperatives and the State of Assessments 

For many educators and state leaders, performance assessments are not new. —In fact, a number 

of states had made significant headway in adjusting their assessment strategies prior to the 

inception of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, otherwise known as NCLB. What early 

adopter states such as California, Washington, Kentucky, Vermont, and Maine knew then—and 

is even more evident today—is that multiple-choice tests fail to measure higher order skills. The 

need to support students and educators in meeting higher-order learning goals creates a 

compelling case for state investments in performance assessments. These assessments should 

meet three educational imperatives: excellence, equity, and instructional improvement.  

Excellence. For decades, business surveys and labor market reports have highlighted that, as 

routine tasks have become automated, the labor market has shifted from requiring routine skills 

to a greater emphasis on interactive and analytic skills and tasks that place higher cognitive 

demands on the workforce.
2
 In 1970 the skills most valued by Fortune 500 companies were 

reading, writing, and arithmetic. At the start of the 21st century, the top-valued skills were 

teamwork, problem solving, and interpersonal 

skills (see table).
3
 Surveys of postsecondary 

faculty and employers confirm that students 

need to be critical thinkers, creative problem 

solvers, and effective communicators and 

collaborators if they are to succeed in college 

and careers.
4
  

Unfortunately, too many states’ assessments fall 

far short of this new excellence imperative. 

Analysis by the RAND Corporation found that 

only 2 percent of mathematics items and only 20 percent of English language arts items on 

current state tests measure higher order skills.
5
 While the Partnership for Assessment of 

Readiness for College and Career (PARCC) and Smarter Balanced Assessments promise higher 

levels of cognitive rigor, they do not address  skills such as the ability to collaborate, 

communicate, conduct research, use technologies, and plan, persevere, and overcome obstacles 

during complex tasks.
6
  

Equity. The equity imperative has deep roots within the collective national psyche—namely, that 

anyone, regardless of the circumstances into which they were born, should be able to realize their 

fullest potential through individual effort and merit.
7
 The equity imperative is intertwined with 

the excellence imperative: If all students are to succeed, then all students must be provided a rich 

and meaningful education that prepares them for 21st century success.  

The NCLB Act set ambitious goals for driving educational systems toward equal opportunity, 

aiming for all students to be proficient in reading and mathematics by 2014. While the overall 

equity goal was significant and positively contributed to the national conversation, when 
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implemented, the law’s narrow provisions around testing had the unintended consequence of 

exacerbating inequality: Schools serving low-income students and students of color, for example, 

began to alter their educational approach to focus almost exclusively on state tests, which have 

been dominated by less cognitively demanding formats.
8
  

Instructional Improvement.  Neither excellence nor equity can be fully achieved unless states, 

school districts, and their schools leverage assessments toward giving educators more actionable 

information about student learning. Well-designed assessments share several key 

characteristics—instructional usefulness, validity, reliability, and sensitivity to the effects of high 

quality, cognitively rich instruction.
9
  

Current tests offer limited support for teacher learning and instructional improvement. Because 

they do not reflect and embody the skills students need, they cannot inform instruction that aims 

to fulfill these purposes.
10

 Additionally, multiple-choice tests do not offer any information about 

students’ thinking or reasoning, their misconceptions, or ability to express their ideas. Thus they 

provide little information to help teachers shape instruction. Last but not least, since these 

assessments are primarily summative, they cannot inform continuous instructional improvement, 

a goal facilitated by a rich array of assessments within a comprehensive state assessment 

system.
11

  

In contrast to multiple choice summative assessments most states emphasize, performance 

assessments are naturally geared toward promoting excellence, equity, and instructional 

improvement. When performance assessments call on students to synthesize knowledge and to 

design and create solutions to complex problems, the learning that results demonstrates higher 

cognitive complexity. When performance assessments require students to complete multifaceted 

tasks that involve finding resources, analyzing and synthesizing information, getting and using 

feedback, they are also promoting “soft” skills like planning, perseverance, grit, and 

resourcefulness, which are important to students’ college, career, and civic success. And when 

educators use the results of such assessments to inform and revise their curricula and 

instructional practices, they in turn strengthen an education system that is better aligned to 

excellence for every student in the system, regardless of their circumstances.  

How Might Performance Assessments Be Used in a State System? 

The discussion on how to make assessments effective will not be new to most states. Even better, 

many of them had already begun to make significant strides toward performance assessments 

before the inception of NCLB, which increased the number of mandated state tests, changed the 

required nature of those tests, and thus led states to scale back on their efforts to change 

assessment. According to a study by the US Government Accountability Office, state use of 

multiple-choice tests dramatically increased following the law’s passage.
12

  

At the same time, school districts in Australia, Hong Kong, and Singapore began to expand the 

use of performance assessments.
13

 Often, standardized tests and classroom-embedded 
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performance assessments are combined. In Queensland, Australia, for example, national tests of 

numeracy and literacy occur in grades 3, 5, 7, and 9. In other grades, common statewide 

performance tasks are tested. An example of a common task in grade 7 science and one expected 

of students at the senior level are shown in the boxes below. Clearly, these Australian students 

are expected to develop sophisticated, college-ready skills, and this learning is supported by the 

assessment strategy. 

 

 

Extended Experimental Investigation at the 

Senior Level  

Over four or more weeks, students must develop 

and conduct an extended experimental 

investigation to investigate a hypothesis or to 

answer a practical research question. Experiments 

may be laboratory or field based. The outcome of 

the investigation is a written scientific report of 

1,500 to 2,000 words. The student must  

• develop a planned course of action 

• clearly articulate the research question and 

provide a statement of purpose for the 

investigation 

• provide descriptions of the experiment 

• show evidence of student design 

• provide evidence of primary and secondary data 

collection and selection 

• execute the experiment(s) 

• analyze data 

• discuss the outcomes of the experiment 

• evaluate and justify conclusion(s) 
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Local performance assessments are used in every grade. These include extended papers, research projects, 

analyses, and problem solutions in each subject. They are developed at the school level but are subject to 

quality control and review of scoring by a state panel. At the high school level, each student’s work is 

collected into a portfolio that is scored using common criteria. Each school’s scoring is audited by an 

external panel of educators and professors from the higher education system.
14

 All of this activity is 

aligned to the state’s content standards, called Essential Learnings, which are published in a framework, 

along with unit templates and guidance for assessments in each subject.  

 

A similar system was used in Kentucky’s Instructional Results and Information System (KIRIS) between 

1992 and 1998. KIRIS included standardized tests in grades 4, 8, and 11, featuring multiple-choice and 

short-essay questions supplemented by performance tasks in mathematics, which required students to 

solve applied problems, and writing portfolios, which collected specific samples of classroom work over 

time. The writing portfolio continued until 2012 in grades 4, 7, and 12, while an On-Demand Writing 

Assessment was used in grades 5, 8, and 12. The state trained teachers to score the portfolios at the school 

level using analytical rubrics and processes that assured validity and reliability: two readers, using double-

blind rubrics, were charged with scoring each piece in students’ portfolios. The system became so 

successful that by 2008 the agreement rate among readers who audited school-level scores was over 90 

percent, and teachers and administrators alike saw the assessment as a valuable tool to inform meaningful 

student learning.
15

  

 

New Hampshire is following a similar path. In addition to developing new summative assessments 

through the Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium, New Hampshire’s assessment system will include 

common statewide performance tasks with high technical reliability in core subjects, valid and reliable 

locally designed assessments, a web-based bank of common performance tasks, and a network of 

practitioner “assessment experts” to support schools. This assessment strategy couples high expectations 

embedded within statewide college- and career-ready competencies, common statewide performance 

tasks, local autonomy, support delivered through professional development institutes and regional 

networks, and district peer review audits. New Hampshire hopes that its efforts “promote the use of 

authentic, inquiry-based instruction, complex thinking, and application of learning ... [and] incentivize the 

type of instruction and assessment that support student learning of rich knowledge and skills.” 

 

In these and other states’ efforts, success in the support and implementation of performance assessments 

reflects common themes:  

 

 a commitment to knowledge, skills, and dispositions deemed important for all students’ future 

success that represents the foundation of the overall state assessment strategy; 

 the capacity to incorporate performance assessments within a comprehensive state assessment and 

accountability system;  

 a concerted effort to ensure the state’s educators are substantially included in the development, 

implementation, and scoring of these assessments; and 
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 a long-term commitment to promote continuous systemic improvement, while capitalizing on 

efficiencies such as consortium efforts where possible, facilitating collaboration and pooling of 

resources to achieve better results.  

 

Each of these state efforts required thoughtful and concerted collaboration of policymakers and 

practitioners to ensure that the whole assessment and accountability system served intended learning 

purposes. To that end, we include some key questions states must answer to facilitate development of 

such a system.  

 

Cracking the Performance Assessment Nut: Key Questions for State Board of Education Members  

States face a common set of issues in creating systems of assessment that support excellence, equity, and 

instructional improvement. This section addresses some of the thorniest: purpose, sustainability, 

reliability, accountability, policy alignment, capacity, equity, and implementation. The worksheet 

questions that accompany this document serve as an additional resource to help state board of education 

members do a more targeted gap analysis of strengths and challenges within their states and assess steps 

they can take to advance performance assessments within unique contexts.  

Purpose: What is being assessed and to what end? 

Assessments serve a variety of important functions, including as barometer, resource, and engine of 

learning. In order to serve these functions effectively, policymakers must ensure every assessment serves 

a clear purpose and fits within a broader state and local assessment strategy designed to effectively 

Performance 
Assessment 

Policy 

Considerations 

Purpose 

Sustainability  

Reliability 

Accountability 

Alignment 

Capacity 

Equity 

Implemen-
tation 
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support learning. Unless states carefully figure out how to do this, students and educators could feel 

overtested and underinformed, leading to lost instructional time and frustration across the system, a 

frequent criticism of many narrow summative assessments in place across the country.
16

  

A comprehensive system that delineates the purpose of each assessment can include instruments across a 

continuum of assessments (see figure). In order to evaluate skills essential to college, career, and civic 

success, some of the assessments should fall toward the right side of the continuum and be used as 

periodic common measures, elements of end-of-course examinations, assessments for competency 

determinations in competency-based systems, or elements of graduation portfolios. There can be fewer, 

higher quality state tests if they are used as a barometer to validate the results of richer assessments 

administered locally rather than to serve all purposes.  

 

 

Sustainability: How can the state pay for new performance assessments?  

Like most good things, a fair, valid, and reliable assessment and accountability system comes with a price 

tag, which is an immediate concern for states struggling to raise education spending back to pre-recession 

levels. According to an analysis by the Center for Budget Policies and Priorities, as of the 2013–14 school 

year, 35 states were providing less funding per student than they were prior to the 2007–2009 recession.
17

 

Despite such shortfalls, state policymakers should prioritize investments in higher-quality assessments for 

one simple reason: States currently spend only about a quarter of 1 percent of total K-12 education 

expenditures (about $25 per pupil for NCLB required reading and math tests) on assessments that have 

been found to be of relatively low quality, yet they base many decisions on these tests, thus focusing 

schools’ efforts almost exclusively on low-level skills. Ironically, local districts spend even more on test 

preparation, plus interim and benchmark tests aimed at improving performance on the state tests, bringing 

total spending to over $50 per pupil. This spending does not improve higher-order learning, however, 

because nearly all of it is geared toward boosting scores on multiple-choice tests.  



 

10 
 

By comparison, consortia tests cost between $25 and $30 per pupil for formative and interim assessment 

tools, as well as summative tests in English-language arts and mathematics, a small amount compared 

with other educational investments (see figure). (Consider, for example, that a single textbook can cost 

$100 or more.) Costs are reduced by participating in state consortia, by strategic uses of technology, and 

by thoughtful use of teacher-moderated scoring, which can also have added professional learning benefits. 

A new consortium, the Innovation Lab Network sponsored by the Council for Chief State School 

Officers, is also creating a bank of validated performance assessment tasks, rubrics, and scoring protocols 

that states can tap to create broader assessment systems. By spending smarter and aligning initiatives, 

states could in the long term not only reap the benefits of performance assessments but spend less.  

 

Reliability: How can a state know assessment results can be trusted? 

Early efforts at performance assessment in the 1990s, such as Vermont’s portfolio system, raised concerns 

about inter-rater reliability in scoring. Since then, scoring reliability has been achieved when tasks are 

designed with common templates and specifications, when teachers with training use common rubrics to 

do the scoring, and when teachers are engaged in a moderation or auditing process to achieve consistency. 

As noted earlier, Kentucky’s writing portfolio reached a high level of scoring reliability when these 

features were put in place, as did performance tasks in a number of other states. Performance assessments 

in systems like the Advanced Placement and International Baccalaureate programs, and like those used 

overseas, have long been reliably scored in these ways. In formative contexts, teachers typically score 

their own students’ work; in summative contexts, teachers typically score the work of students from other 

classrooms or schools. Either way, there are added benefits to bringing teachers together to engage in 

training and moderation processes that help them score performance assessments reliably: When teachers 

come together to look at student work, discuss the standards and criteria used to evaluate it, and reflect on 
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student learning and teaching, they become more knowledgeable about standards and how to teach them. 

This process of creating clear, common expectations thus not only improves instruction, it is also essential 

to ensuring assessments results have validity for a variety of external stakeholders, including 

postsecondary institutions, and provide useful information to educators as students move from school to 

school.  

Capacity: What will this mean for educators?  

A major reason to use performance assessments is because they help educators identify student needs and 

can be a launching point for cognitively rich learning experiences. But performance assessments can 

promote such benefits only when educators are given the necessary time, training, and support to achieve 

the level of ownership and investment realized in states such as Kentucky, Vermont, and Maryland.  

Successful states help teachers learn to use performance assessments in the classroom; they also 

incorporate educators in the development of rubrics and performance tasks as well as scoring tasks—both 

for their own students and for students elsewhere in the state, depending on the purpose of the 

assessments. These states also train educators on how best to use performance assessment results to 

further student learning. States have found that when both assessment and reflection on assessments are 

more integrated into an educator’s day to day practice, the result is a system that can better leverage the 

full benefits assessments provide. 

Alignment: How does this fit within the rest of the state’s policies?  

When states integrate assessments with professional learning they highlight a key fact: No one policy 

exists within a silo, and nearly all are interrelated. When state actions around assessments, accountability, 

professional learning, use of time, funding, and other policies reflect different priorities and are not 

mutually reinforcing, negative consequences ensue, including a compliance mentality at the state and 

local level, competing priorities, and wasted resources.
18

 Thus a new assessment strategy could lead to 

educator innovation fatigue rather than excellence, as educators decide to ride out new policies under the 

guise that “this too shall pass.” 

With this in mind, state board of education members and other policy leaders should analyze existing state 

policies and reflect on which will influence the overall success of new assessments before taking up 

performance assessments policy. Supportive policies should include considerations around aligned 

educator preparation, ongoing learning, and evaluation systems, statewide accountability systems, and 

policies on school finance, calendar, and credit policies. By addressing these and other key considerations, 

state leaders can ensure that assessment policy is a key part of a comprehensive statewide strategy to 

promote college, career, and civic success.  

 

Accountability: How should assessment results be used?  

Achieving policy alignment requires clarity on the role each policy plays within a comprehensive 

statewide educational strategy. Clarity is especially needed around accountability and assessment policy, 

two important policy areas that have become synonymous in too many conversations but in reality should 
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remain distinct. While assessments can be part of a comprehensive accountability system—providing 

useful information to guide investments, curriculum decisions, and professional learning, for example—

testing does not create accountability. No test—performance assessments included—should be used as the 

sole or primary basis of consequential decisions for students, teachers, or schools. Giving tests such a 

large role in accountability not only overtaxes their limits, it dilutes the other essential functions of 

assessments: informing educator practice and individual student learning goals.  

In other words, assessment data should be 

used, along with other relevant 

information, to inform change and drive 

continuous improvement, not to mete out 

sanctions and punishments. For 

performance assessment systems to 

achieve maximum effectiveness, they 

must be nested within a broader, 

integrated system that encourages and 

reflects meaningful learning, provides 

resource accountability that ensures 

equitable access to necessary learning opportunities, and offers professional capacity building to ensure 

educators can teach the standards effectively to diverse learners.
19

  

Many states are developing multiple measures systems for accountability reporting that will facilitate a 

broader, more intelligent basis for accountability actions. A dashboard of information can include a range 

of assessments (e.g., state test scores including scores on performance tasks or portfolios, English 

proficiency scores, AP or IB test results); graduation rates; school holding power; school climate 

evidence; completion of college- and career-ready courses of study; measures of resources; and other data 

that reveal the quality of education students receive and the outcomes they attain.  

Equity: How does the state ensure assessments meet the needs of all students?  

Strategic use of performance assessments and multiple-measure accountability systems can support 

equity, ensure that student progress is evaluated in a more nuanced, comprehensive manner, and ensure 

that resources are allocated to meet each student’s needs. Performance assessments provide multiple 

means for students to demonstrate competencies and knowledge than simply having answers be marked 

right or wrong. Well-designed performance assessments help English-language learners and students with 

special needs better demonstrate their knowledge.
20

 In addition, classroom-embedded performance tasks 

such as science investigations and research projects ensure that all students engage in activities that foster 

higher-order skills and that their schools have incentives to provide more of this rich educational diet.  

Of course, state assessment developers must take steps to ensure performance tasks are fair, gauge what 

students know and are able to do, and do not reflect language barriers or disabilities that are otherwise 

unrelated to assessment of learning tasks. These steps include piloting tasks to ensure that they are 

understandable to different populations of students and carefully developing and reviewing rubrics, 
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scoring guides, and instructional tools so that they support meaningful assessment for the full range of 

students. 

Implementation: How should performance assessments get rolled out?  

The success of any new policy initiative depends on steps the state takes to ensure the policy is effectively 

introduced and implemented. Performance assessments are no different. In the absence of  judicious 

design and a well-supported transition period, educators, schools, and even state education officials 

charged with supporting and implementing new performance assessments could feel overwhelmed. States 

must thus balance the urgency to act with the patience needed to build and support a valid and reliable 

system and to seek stakeholder investment and public understanding of the usefulness of assessment 

results.  

To help achieve this balance, state boards of education should ensure adoption of new assessments are 

coupled with a detailed and well-communicated implementation plan, outlining key benchmarks and steps 

toward success. This plan should allow enough time to engage stakeholders in the design of the 

performance assessments, solicit input on the development of common performance tasks, promote 

strategies to ensure the state’s educators are effectively trained and ready to use the assessments to 

achieve better learning results for their students, and explore approaches for reducing costs and aligning 

assessments with other policies. Through thoughtful implementation and rollout of performance 

assessments, policy leaders can position their states to fully realize the benefits of these assessments in 

driving learning and ensure that all students are ready for the world that awaits them beyond the 

schoolhouse doors.  

Conclusion: Cost-Benefit Analysis  

Transforming a state assessment and accountability strategy to support and advance the knowledge, skills, 

and dispositions that are essential to students’ college, career, and civic success is not an easy task. States 

will need to make persistent efforts to finance the system, train educators, and use the information that 

performance assessments provide to continuously improve state education systems. These costs are 

dwarfed, however, by the substantial costs of inaction: frustrated educators questioning the value of 

existing tests, continued and persistent opportunity gaps, and most important, a system that is misaligned 

to the goal of enabling all students to seize opportunities the 21st century provides.  

Luckily, many states have already begun to engage in this important task. The following worksheet 

questions are designed to serve as a self-assessment and conversation starter to help  in identifying 

potential gaps in conditions that lead to the successful implementation of such assessments and possible 

alternatives to addressing these gaps. In the end both these essential conversations and their subject, state 

performance assessments, are necessary interim steps toward the more fundamental goal: high-quality 

learning that prepares students for college, career, and civic success.  
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Key Discussion Questions for State Policy Leaders 

These questions reflect key issues other successful states and countries have considered when 

implementing such assessments and do not represent an exhaustive list. Some require discussion and 

action among board members only. Others will require discussions with other state policymakers, 

including state education agency staff, governors, and legislatures. Still others will require the board to 

gather information on the current state of affairs. Because states begin this reflection from a different 

starting points and with different authorities related to these issues, the answers will also differ—in fact 

some states will have to do some work prior to even getting to some of these questions. That said, state 

boards of education and their members are encouraged to reflect on the full range of their influence on 

these issues—as policy-makers, communicators, and conveners.  

Once they have begun the process of building comprehensive assessment systems, state boards should 

remember that, as with other tasks essential to delivering high-quality education, they will never be done. 

They should consider answering these questions as an iterative process of learning, acting, evaluating, and 

revising, all with one ultimate goal in mind: college, career, and civic readiness.  

Purpose: What is being assessed and to what end? 

 What assessments does the state use now? Which of these assessments are mandated, which are 

optional, and who is subject to them? 

 What are the key knowledge, skills, and dispositions the state has deemed essential to college, 

career, and civic success?  

 Do existing assessments effectively evaluate these knowledge, skills, and dispositions, including 

higher order skills such as research and inquiry; complex problem solving; applications of 

knowledge to real-world issues; finding, organizing, and evaluating information; communicating 

in writing, orally, and using technology; collaborating with others to create a solution or product? 

 Which assessments do educators in the state report positively affects and informs their educational 

practice? What assessment changes, if any, do educators believe would support their practice?  

Sustainability: How can the state pay for it?  

 In total, how much does the state currently spend on assessments, including costs of the 

assessments themselves, their administration, scoring, and other assessment-related expenditures 

such as test preparation materials? What about local expenditures for interim and benchmark tests?  

 Which of these costs might be reallocated to support greater use of performance assessments in the 

state or local assessment system?  

 What strategies has the state explored in supporting greater efficiency in overall assessment 

investments, thus reducing long-term costs? 

o Participation in consortia? 

o Strategic uses of technology to administer and score assessments? 

o Teacher-moderated scoring? 

o Reallocation of existing resources such as professional learning funds that could support 

teacher scoring and lead to greater synergy between assessment and teacher learning? 
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o Other actions not listed above? 

 How much have or would the above actions reduce overall assessment expenditures? 

Reliability: How can a state know assessment results can be trusted? 

 Have assessments been field tested and validated by students, educators, outside experts, state 

postsecondary institutions, employers, parents, community members and other stakeholders? 

 Which state-supported assessments are common and standardized across the state and which state 

or locally supported assessments do districts, schools, and educators have discretion in designing? 

Do each of these assessments have a commonly understood purpose and interpretation? 

 How does the state ensure valid and reliable scoring of assessments?  

 If the state does not currently use performance assessments, what additional steps could the state 

take to introduce such assessments while ensuring validity and reliability of assessment results? 

For example, 

o Designing common statewide performance assessments? 

o Providing common guides, templates, and rubrics to evaluate assessment results? 

o Facilitating statewide workshops, technical assistance, convenings, and other steps to 

ensure common understanding of assessments and their purpose? 

Capacity: What will this mean for educators? 

 Has the state involved educators in the development of performance tasks incorporated into the 

system of assessments? 

 Has the state involved educators in the development of rubrics and instructional tools evaluating 

student success on performance assessments? 

 Are competencies around use of performance assessments incorporated into teacher preparation, 

licensure, and mentoring programs? 

 Has the state, through technical assistance, professional development, and learning standards, 

supported a system where educators have the capacity to use performance assessments to inform 

their instructional practice? 

Alignment: How does this fit within the rest of the state’s policies?  

 Which of the policies would the state need to modify to support an effective state assessment 

system? 

o policies around educator preparation, including standards for teacher and leader 

preparation, licensure, professional learning, and evaluation; 

o policies around accountability, including high school graduation requirements and school-

wide accountability indicators; 

o policies around time, including both the use of teacher time and how time for students is 

accounted for and credited; 

o policies around school finance and funds schools receive to educate students. 
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 Which of the policy areas poses the greatest challenge to high quality assessment systems that 

include performance assessment and how might these policies be modified to support greater 

overall alignment? 

 What is the authority of the board in affecting these policies? 

o policy authority over an issue, including those granted by the state’s constitution or 

legislative order over the whole issue or part of the issue; 

o the capacity to convene stakeholders and experts across the state to discuss solutions or 

draw attention to an issue; or  

o the ability to ask questions of the state chief school officer, state department of education, 

or other stakeholders to draw out nuances of an issue.  

Accountability: How should assessments be used? 

 What measures does the state use within its current accountability system to evaluate student, 

educator, school, district, and state success? 

 Do the measures highlighted above adequately reflect the learning demands the state requires to 

ensure all students leave school, college, career, and civic ready? 

 What other indicators might be productive to add in creating a multiple-measure accountability 

system that reflects critical aspects of educational excellence and equity?  

 Is the breakdown of existing state assessments—among formative, interim, and summative 

measures—appropriate in informing meaningful student learning? 

 Does the state accountability system reflect multiple functions, including accountability of 

meaningful learning, accountability of professional capacity to deliver meaningful learning, and 

accountability of resources to ensure educators and schools are well positioned to deliver on state 

learning goals? 

Equity: How does the state ensure assessments meet the needs of all students?  

 What do current indicators reveal about the gaps in access and performance across student groups?  

 Has the state conducted a gap analysis to evaluate whether the design of current assessments 

accommodates the needs of the state’s diverse student population? 

 Do all kinds of students have access to a curriculum, with accompanying performance 

assessments, focused on college- and career-ready skills?  

 Have diverse populations—students, parents, and stakeholder groups representing English 

language learners, students with disabilities, students of color, economically disadvantaged 

students, geographically diverse students (i.e., rural, urban, and suburban), and other 

populations—been sufficiently included in considerations around the design and implementation 

of new assessments? 

Implementation: How should performance assessments get rolled out? 

 Has the state board of education and state considered a short-, medium-, and long-term 

implementation plan for new assessments? Does this plan incorporate performance assessments?  
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 If so, what are the key benchmarks associated with implementation, including necessary 

stakeholder engagement and investment? 

 How will educators and state department of education staff be trained in administering and 

supporting new assessments? 

 What has been the timeline for other successful state education initiatives? What can be learned 

from these initiatives to influence the rollout of new performance assessment systems?  
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