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INTRODUCTION

Policies and laws enacted at the federal, state, and local levels have influenced
school practices in significant and changing ways throughout the history of American
public education. Major legislation like the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and Supreme Court
cases such as Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka have had lasting impacts on educa-
tion systems and all aspects of school operations, as have countless other policies at all
levels of the education system (Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, 1954; Civil Rights
Act, 1964; see also Chapter 2 of this volume, “The Struggle to Implement Balanced
Assessment Systems: Explanations and Opportunities”). Recent examples of policy
impacts include state legislation limiting teaching and discussion of specific topics in
schools, as well as local school board decisions around curriculum and textbook adop-
tion. These policy actions influence teaching and learning environments in ways that
directly interact with and have the potential to advance or detract from the vision for
comprehensive, coherent, and continuous balanced assessment systems described in
this volume. Previous chapters have highlighted the wide variety of actors who must
be involved in achieving the vision of balanced assessment systems, along with the
many conditions that bolster or undermine such a vision. Most of these actors and
conditions interact, directly or indirectly, with policies adopted at different levels of
the educational and political systems. Therefore, any effort to design and implement a
balanced assessment system must grapple with the policy environment and how policy
actors engage in that environment.

This chapter aims to build on and update the contributions of numerous other
authors who have discussed policy influences on teaching, learning, and assessment,
both in the context of balanced assessment systems and more generally (e.g., Darling-
Hammond & Adamson, 2010; Marion et al., 2019). The content of this chapter reflects
the growing interest in policy to support balanced assessment systems that promote
ambitious, high-quality, and equitable learning opportunities for all students. This
chapter is structured in three sections. The first provides a brief history of assessment
policies and examines their role in supporting teaching and learning. The second
explores the limitations of previously enacted policies in promoting ambitious instruc-
tion. We consider education policy as a reflection of values and assumptions about
the purposes of schooling and discuss how these values and assumptions relate to
assessment. The final section discusses implications for designing and implementing
policies that promote a balanced approach to assessment and proposes a set of guiding
principles and considerations for policy actors. We view federal and state policy makers
as the primary but not the only audiences for this chapter.

THE ROLE OF ASSESSMENT POLICY IN
SUPPORTING TEACHING AND LEARNING

The term “policy” encompasses a wide variety of laws, regulations, and actions
adopted by various institutions, and policies that influence teaching, learning, and
assessment are not limited to those enacted specifically to inform the delivery of edu-
cation. Housing policy, for instance, can contribute to segregation, which can in turn
influence students’ learning opportunities and outcomes (Brennan et al., 2014; Johnson
& Nazaryan, 2019). A comprehensive analysis of how policy influences assessment
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is beyond the scope of this chapter; instead, we focus on assessment policy, which we
define as policy enacted at the federal, state, or local level that mandates, incentivizes,
or supports assessing student learning and other outcomes. This definition incorporates
a wide assortment of policies including, for example, the accountability requirements
under the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965; district require-
ments for interim or benchmark assessments; how schools use tests to assign students
to gifted or accelerated programs; and higher education institutions’ use of test scores
for admission, placement, or to award credits.

While most K-12 assessments are administered to students in classrooms, choices
regarding their content and uses are often made by actors outside the classroom. In this
section, we first consider several policy-relevant purposes of assessment and explore
assessment policy at the federal and state levels in the United States. We examine addi-
tional policy influences and actors, how policy is used to influence teaching, learning,
and assessment; and how educators have responded to assessment policy. Finally, we
offer contrasting examples from the international literature to illustrate different ways
of conceiving the role of assessment in educational systems outside the United States.

Policy-Related Purposes of Assessment

Educational assessments have been used for a variety of purposes in the policy space.
Ho (2022) proposed a simple framework for classifying different purposes and uses of
tests and assessments. As shown in Figure 9-1, the framework distinguishes high- and
low-stakes contexts for using assessment results at the level of individuals or groups.

Although policy discussions often focus on accountability uses in the upper right-
hand quadrant, the uses depicted in the other three quadrants are also influenced by
policy. Prominent examples in these quadrants include policies related to the National
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) or other national or international monitor-
ing tools, state guidelines or district requirements for teachers to administer specific
interim assessments in classrooms, and the policies of higher education institutions
regarding admissions tests or awarding of Advanced Placement (AP) credit (National

Four Purposes of Educational Tests

r
G ou pS - The Accountability Quadrant
(e.g., classrooms, The Monitoring Quadrant
(e.g., NAEP, TIMSS, PISA) (e.g., teacher value added,
schools, s.tates, -8 ) , state tests)
countries)
The Classroom Quadrant The Selection Quadrant
Individuals (e.g., formative, (e.g., admission, awards,
diagnostic, feedback) remediation, certification)
Low Stakes High Stakes

FIGURE 9-1 Purposes and uses of educational assessments.
SOURCE: Ho (2022).

275



Center for Education Statistics, 2023). In addition, some common examples of assess-
ment policy include features that cut across quadrants in Ho’s framework. For instance,
school-level report cards might be considered low-stakes in the sense that they are
likely not associated with specific rewards or sanctions for students or schools, but
they can become high-stakes if they lead to intense public pressure or other—often
unintended—consequences. As Hutt and Polikoff (2020) note, “many education policies
rely exclusively on the theory that disclosing relevant information to the public about a
desired policy outcome—test scores, graduation rates, school climate—will help secure
that outcome” (p. 504).

Moreover, “accountability” does not necessarily imply the attachment of conse-
quences to performance. Darling-Hammond (2004) describes five types of account-
ability: political, legal, bureaucratic, professional, and market. Test scores can be used
as part of a bureaucratic approach to accountability that aims to motivate improved
performance through test-based consequences. This approach, which is not limited
to education, is often referred to as performance-based accountability (Stecher et al.,
2010). Test scores can also inform market-based accountability, particularly in districts or
regions that offer public school choice and make scores available to parents to inform
that choice (Hamilton & McEachin, 2019). Multiple accountability mechanisms can be
present in a specific set of policies, and scores can influence actors differently, even
within the same assessment program. For example, in addition to being subject to
the formal consequences imposed under current Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA)
accountability provisions (Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015), schools placed in the
lowest-scoring category might experience criticism from parents, the press, or other
groups, which could be disruptive and demoralizing to school staff and students.
But these consequences might also induce beneficial effects that stem from receiving
additional resources and support. Schools that are not at risk of falling into the low-
performing categories, on the other hand, might primarily experience accountability
stemming from public reactions to their assessment results rather than the possibility
of formal supports or sanctions. The complexity of accountability-related policies and
the unpredictability of actors’ responses require a thoughtful approach to evaluating
the potential consequences of policies that rely on test scores to inform decisions.

Federal- and State-Level Policy Making!

The United States is famously not a national education system, but a collection of
55 separate state and territory systems containing thousands of local subsystems, with
enormous variation among them in every respect. Nevertheless, much of the most
impactful policy making related to assessment occurs at the federal and state levels.
In this section, we describe some highlights of federal and state policy from the past
several decades, emphasizing aspects of those initiatives that are relevant to balanced
assessment systems. We refer readers to Chapter 7 of this volume, “State Practices and
Balanced Assessment Systems,” for additional discussion of state assessment policy,
and Chapter 2 of this volume, “The Struggle to Implement Balanced Assessment

1 Throughout this chapter, when we refer to “schools” we are including only K-12 public schools. Private schools are
not subject to most of the federal and state policies discussed in this chapter.
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Systems: Explanations and Opportunities,” for a detailed historical overview of and
perspective around these policies.

Large-Scale Assessment as a Legislative Priority

Although federal and state legislation that aims to influence what happens in class-
rooms is a relatively recent phenomenon, large-scale testing has been a feature of the
U.S. public school system for decades. Standardized tests were used as far back as the
1840s to monitor the effectiveness of schools and inform which students were selected
for high schools (National Research Council, 1982; Tyack, 1974). Tests of what was
called “intelligence” were used for selection and placement into the military beginning
in the early 1900s, and enthusiasm for standardized tests as tools for informing student
grouping, course placement, and other decisions increased in the ensuing decades
(Koretz & Hamilton, 2006). The establishment of NAEP in the 1960s provided the first
monitoring tool designed to reflect national trends in student performance over time
(Koretz, 1992). The use of assessments for large-scale monitoring gained momentum
with ESEA in 1965, which required the administration of standardized tests to gauge
the effects of Title I compensatory education provisions (Koretz, 1992). While these
tests and systems were not linked to high-stakes accountability decisions, they likely
contributed to a propensity among policy makers and the public to view test scores as
a key indicator of the outcomes and effects of the education system (Airasian, 1987).

The widely publicized 1983 report A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Educational
Reform was a significant contributor to the high-stakes accountability testing movement
that launched later that decade (Koretz & Hamilton, 2006; National Commission on
Excellence in Education, 1983; Pipho, 1985). Many states had already adopted statewide
minimum-competency tests when A Nation at Risk was released, and several of them
heeded the report’s urgent call to measure and improve student learning by attaching
financial or other incentives to school-level scores. At the same time, state leaders and
other policy makers interpreted the report’s findings and recommendations as indicat-
ing a need to shift from measuring minimum competency to setting high standards
and measuring the attainment of those standards (Koretz, 1992).

A growing emphasis on more rigorous standards and instruction aligned to these
standards highlighted the limitations of the multiple-choice format that dominated
large-scale testing at that time, as well as the importance of using a broader range of
formats to better capture higher-order skills (National Research Council, 2001). Rather
than presenting a set of response options from which test-takers must choose, perfor-
mance assessments consist of tasks that invite test-takers to produce responses in ways
that can mirror real-world activity and elicit higher-order thinking skills. Performance
assessments may also offer a more meaningful activity for test-takers than a typical
standardized test (Darling-Hammond & Adamson, 2010; Stecher, 2010).

The shift away from exclusive reliance on multiple-choice questions in the 1990s was
also driven by a growing body of evidence on the influence of testing on teaching and
learning. The evidence led to calls for new assessments that would reflect and support
high-quality instruction and learning—such as “tests worth teaching to” (Madaus, 1993;
Resnick & Resnick, 1992; Shepard, 2021). The 1994 reauthorization of ESEA, called the
Improving America’s Schools Act (IASA), encouraged states to adopt new standards
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that emphasized higher-order skills and required the administration of assessments
that would measure students’ application of those skills (Improving America’s Schools
Act, 1994; McDonnell, 2005). In response to IASA and broader societal and economic
trends, many states experimented with new assessment formats for their statewide
accountability systems. Prominent examples included portfolio assessments developed
in Vermont and Kentucky, hands-on and collaborative performance tasks in Maryland
and Connecticut, and classroom-based assessments in Washington. Notable multi-state
initiatives that incorporated performance tasks included the New Standards Project and
the New England Common Assessment Program. The National Research Council (2010)
provides a detailed account of these and other similar efforts in the United States in
State Assessment Systems, including some of the key substantive, technical, and policy
aspects of their development and implementation.

Although this wave of innovation in state assessments generated valuable research
and laid the groundwork for further technical developments, concerns regarding cost
and score reliability led to a renewed reliance on multiple-choice items in state assess-
ment programs since the late 1990s (Mehrens, 2002). The subsequent reauthorization
of ESEA, the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001, accelerated this shift by sig-
nificantly increasing the number of tests that states were required to administer, which
in turn also led to the proliferation of associated interim tests (Koretz & Hamilton,
2006; Marion et al., 2019; No Child Left Behind Act, 2001). Even when states were will-
ing and able to support high-quality, performance-based assessments in their NCLB
systems, they were typically unable to obtain approval for these assessments. NCLB
offered detailed prescriptions for how state tests would be used to monitor proficiency
for students across subgroups, along with consequences and interventions for under-
performing schools. Particularly noteworthy were the “Adequate Yearly Progress”
requirements, through which states set ambitious targets for student performance,
ultimately reflecting a goal that 100 percent of students would perform at the proficient
level or higher by 2014. As Linn (2003) demonstrated through comparisons with prior
performance on U.S. and international assessments, for most schools, these targets
were unrealistic.

The lists of federal assessment and accountability requirements became increas-
ingly complex and hard for states to meet—or even monitor accurately. In 2009 the U.S.
Department of Education launched the Race to the Top (RTTT) initiative, offering states
flexibility and financial incentives to develop new data systems to monitor and promote
student learning (U.S. Department of Education, 2009). In 2011, the U.S. Department
of Education also offered waivers from NCLB provisions to states that developed or
strengthened systems that used student test scores for teacher and school accountabil-
ity. These policies incentivized states to develop new accountability mechanisms and
systems that expanded the uses of available test scores—including, notably, to evaluate
teacher performance and effectiveness—but did not require evidence showing validity
for these new uses (Baker et al., 2010).

From No Child Left Behind to the Every Student Succeeds Act

As a result of its well-documented technical and policy limitations, the latter part
of the NCLB era was marked by a new wave of debate and advocacy around how
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assessment and accountability systems might be redesigned to promote college and
career readiness and, by extension, more ambitious instruction and learning. Calls
increased for “deeper learning,” through which learners engage in critical thinking,
problem-solving, collaboration, effective communication, and other competencies in
academic, social, and emotional learning domains (Hewlett Foundation, 2013). Simi-
larly, educators and organizations around the globe argued that schools should promote
“21st-century skills” to prepare young people for success in jobs that would presumably
require more complex competencies than in the past (Saavedra & Opfer, 2012).

Policies of this era were centered on the Common Core State Standards (CCSS),
which describe essential mathematics and English language arts (ELA) knowledge and
skills for college and career readiness (Common Core State Standards Initiative, 2010).
However, developers recognized early on that their policy objectives could be derailed
if tests were inadequately aligned with the ambitious instructional goals outlined in
the standards (Council of Chief State School Officers, 2014). These concerns were borne
out in a 2012 evaluation, which found that existing state tests largely failed to capture
“deeper learning” (Yuan & Le, 2012). Two assessment consortia grew out of RTTT to
produce language arts and mathematics assessments aligned with CCSS for use across
multiple states. These are the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College
and Careers (PARCC),? which originally comprised 24 member states and the District
of Columbia, and the Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium (SBAC),3 consisting
of 15 member states. Additional efforts specifically focused on English learners were
launched by the WIDA consortium* (originally established by Wisconsin, Delaware, and
Arkansas, and now comprising 41 states) and ELPA 21° (English Language Proficiency
Assessment for the 21st Century, used in 10 states). Finally, the Dynamic Learning Maps
Alternate Assessment® for students with significant disabilities is administered in 21
member states, and the Multi-State Alternate Assessment’ operates in 13 states and
territories at the time of this writing.

Early analyses of PARCC and SBAC found that both incorporated key aspects of
deeper learning (Herman & Linn, 2013). However, the widespread state adoption of
these assessments, which policy makers originally envisioned, failed to hold. By 2023,
SBAC continued to be used in a dozen states and territories—including its open-ended
and performance tasks—but a large majority of states have withdrawn from the consor-
tia and adopted their own assessments. Importantly, this does not mean that the states
that left SBAC developed these assessments from the ground up. Rather, the need for
comparability and efficiency drove many states to adapt or modify consortium tests
(e.g., New Jersey’s Student Learning Assessment® is intended as a shorter version of
PARCC), or acquire interim or summative tests that are ostensibly still fundamentally
aligned to the CCSS (see Fox et al., 2021; Jochim & McGuinn, 2016; additional details
can be found by searching the 50-state comparison archives from the Education Com-

2 See https:/ /resources.newmeridiancorp.org/ research.

3 See https:/ /smarterbalanced.org.

4 See https:/ /wida.wisc.edu.

5 See https:/ / www.elpa2l.org.

6 See https:/ /dynamiclearningmaps.org/dlm-assessments.

7 See https:/ / www.msaastates.com.

8 See https:/ /www.nj.gov/education/assessment/ resources.
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mission of the States”). Chapter 2 of this volume, “The Struggle to Implement Balanced
Assessment Systems: Explanations and Opportunities,” discusses the features of state
tests—including their limitations for supporting balanced assessment systems—in
greater detail.

ESSA, which replaced NCLB in 2015, maintained a focus on accountability but
sought to relieve states, districts, and schools of the most rigid provisions and require-
ments of its predecessor. ESSA offered greater flexibility around the choice of measures
to include for student assessment and the mechanisms of school and teacher account-
ability (Egalite et al., 2017). ESSA also increased emphasis on the use of school-level
growth measures based on four basic indicators: academic achievement, academic
growth, graduation, and English proficiency. States can also use the School Quality
and Student Success (SQSS) indicator—referred to as the “fifth indicator”—to reflect
local priorities and efforts and offer a more holistic picture of student success (Council
of Chief State School Officers, 2017).10

ESSA ended the requirement for states to use aggregate standardized test scores to
evaluate teacher performance, which had been a key provision of the NCLB waivers
and RTTT. In 2015, the U.S. Department of Education launched the Innovative Assess-
ment Demonstration Authority (IADA),!! a novel policy initiative intended to allow
states or consortia to apply to develop high-quality, innovative approaches and tools
for use in statewide accountability and reporting. Examples of such innovations include
competency- and performance-based assessments, as well as interim and instruction-
ally embedded assessments. To date, five states have received approval under IADA
to develop new approaches. This experimentation is hindered, however, by some of
IADA’s requirements. In particular, states must ensure that results—for example, the
percentages of students performing at or above the proficient level—are comparable
between the innovative assessment and the existing state test, a requirement that is
challenging to meet when new assessments are designed to measure key outcomes in
new ways (Lyons & Marion, 2016). Another limitation is the assumption that innova-
tive approaches—such as through-year assessment—could simultaneously improve
instruction and inform accountability decisions, which has not been borne out by states’
experiences (Timberlake, 2023). As of this writing, only three states remain in the IADA
program, though the U.S. Department of Education announced in October 2023 that it
was expanding the program (Gewertz, 2023). States” experiences with IADA illustrate
how policies can both foster and hinder innovation.

Other Policy Influences and Actors

To understand the full scope of federal and state influences on teaching, learning,
and assessment, it is important to acknowledge the many factors beyond assessment-
related legislation that affect schools. We will not attempt to cover these influences
exhaustively, but they include executive orders or non-test-related legislation (e.g.,

9 See https:/ /www.ecs.org/doctype /50-state-comparison.
10 We discuss the SQSS indicator in greater detail in the section titled “Educating and Assessing the Whole Learner.”
11 See https:/ /www?2.ed.gov/admins/lead /account/iada/index.html.
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recent state-level prohibitions regarding the teaching of critical race theory, social
and emotional learning [SEL], or other topics), judicial decisions (e.g., Supreme Court
decisions regarding affirmative action, which could affect the use of admissions tests),
and even prominent tests like NAEP, which despite being intended for monitoring
purposes, have influenced the public debate about what it means to be “proficient”
(Loveless, 2016; National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2017).

Although much of the policy influence on assessment stems from government
action at the state and federal levels, it is important to recognize that other levels of
governance and institutions can also exert important influence on assessment policy.
Chapter 6 of this volume, “District and School Practices and Assessments to Support
a Learning-Centered Vision,” provides a thorough discussion of how school districts
and other local education agencies (LEAs) influence assessment, and Chapter 7 of
this volume, “State Practices and Balanced Assessment Systems,” explores how LEAs
engage with state-level actors to shape decisions about assessment policy and practice.
Chapter 8 of this volume, “Developing, Implementing, and Institutionalizing Complex
Educational Innovations: Considerations for Balanced Assessment Systems,” further
examines these interactions among school-, LEA-, and state-level actors. In this section,
we briefly examine a small number of other groups whose actions affect assessment
policy. Given the numerous constituencies that schools serve, it is not feasible to offer
an exhaustive list of these policy actors. Instead, we describe three key groups whose
actions intersect with broader policy initiatives in ways that influence K-12 education,
to illustrate how the complexity of assessment policy making in the United States influ-
ences efforts to create balanced assessment systems.

Local Governing Bodies

As discussed in Chapter 6 of this volume, “District and School Practices and
Assessments to Support a Learning-Centered Vision,” and Chapter 7 of this volume,
“State Practices and Balanced Assessment Systems,” federal and state policy undoubt-
edly exert a powerful influence over assessments—but in many ways, LEAs are the
actors that ultimately determine the design and enactment of balanced assessment
systems. Chapter 6 of this volume presents a detailed view of the role of district-level
decision makers. In this section, we focus on locally elected school boards, which have
primary governance responsibility in most U.S. schools and are thus an important
stakeholder group in the assessment policy landscape. This system of local governance
dates back to the 1600s and takes a variety of forms depending on state and local
context (Kogan, 2022).

School boards can engage in assessment policy making in a few ways. They can
exert direct influence over decisions about locally adopted assessment systems through
their role in approving spending on materials or programs, including assessment tools
and resources—and thus can be prime targets for marketing by the types of vendors
discussed below. To carry out their responsibility for evaluating the performance of
district leaders, boards set performance metrics—including in some cases, test score
metrics—and assess progress against them. This can, in turn, create pressure for district
leaders to promote test-focused instructional practices that could lead to some of the
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negative consequences of test-based accountability discussed later in this chapter. Of
course, school boards could use the power of the purse and their supervisory respon-
sibilities over district leadership to promote whole-child, balanced instruction and
assessment approaches prioritized in this volume.

Elected school board members are, by definition, accountable to their constitu-
ents. In recent years, there have been numerous examples of contentious interactions
between school boards and members of the public on topics such as COVID-19 safety
protocols, social studies curricula, and SEL (Kogan, 2022). Board members might also
face pressure from parents who are interested in data on their children’s performance.
Especially for parents of children who have been poorly served by the education
system or who need additional learning supports (e.g., children with individualized
educational plans [IEPs]), the ability to access seemingly objective data—such as from
statewide tests—on children’s academic performance might be a priority that conflicts
with other goals, such as minimizing the footprint of the state test.

The political accountability that board members face can be a mechanism through
which assessment results influence decision making, and this form of accountability
was a driver of ESEA legislation, as described by Hutt and Polikoff (2020). Media outlets
and vendors have capitalized on the growing public availability of data to create their
own reports and ranking systems, which can further exacerbate test-related pressure
on board members. Research suggests, however, that test scores typically exert no more
than a small influence over school board election results (Kogan et al., 2016). Increas-
ingly, board input to districts is affected more significantly by political partisanship,
and it often fails to represent the interests of the student populations that those districts
serve (Cohn, 2023; Kogan, 2022). The roles of locally elected boards and other local
governance bodies (e.g., charter school governance bodies) are therefore potentially
complex factors when it comes to adopting balanced assessment systems.

Higher Education Institutions

Another key group of policy actors is the expansive and diverse institutions of
higher education (IHEs). Colleges, universities, and other postsecondary education
institutions influence the policies and practices of K-12 schools in a variety of ways.
Indeed, Baker (2014) explored the far-reaching effects of growing participation in higher
education, along with the increasing power wielded by IHEs, on nearly all aspects of
society, including economic mobility, politics, and the definition of concepts such as
intelligence and merit. Naturally, these institutions have also exerted substantial influ-
ence over K-12 education. Of particular relevance to assessment policy are the uses of
test scores for IHE admissions and for awarding credit. A 2019 review of state assess-
ment programs found that half of U.S. states had adopted either—or in some cases
both—the SAT or the ACT as a high school accountability test as part of their ESSA plans
(Olson, 2019). One rationale for this choice, despite the lack of evidence that either test
is aligned with any state’s standards, was that offering these exams universally would
increase equity of access to selective IHEs—a hypothesis that has been supported by
some recent empirical evidence (Hurwitz et al., 2015). As more IHEs drop their admis-
sions testing requirements (Nietzel, 2022), it is unclear whether states will continue to
rely on these exams for accountability.
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Another related set of IHE policies is the use of scores on AP exams to award credit.
Through the AP program, high school students can take courses that are designed to
provide college-level content and can also take an end-of-course exam (AP at a Glance,
n.d.). In some cases, students can earn college credit through good performance on AP
exams (with the measure of “good” varying by institution). As part of the “fifth indica-
tor” in ESSA, states can incorporate measures of college and career readiness including
participation in AP courses, AP exams, or other indicators of access to advanced course-
work, such as International Baccalaureate (IB) participation (Aspen Institute, 2018).
These state-level decisions provide opportunities for states to incentivize school-level
offerings that could potentially improve access to and degree completion at IHEs that
offer credit for these offerings.

Admissions tests and AP credit are two examples of how IHE policies and prac-
tices might influence K-12 assessment policy. The K-12 and IHE sectors can connect
in many other ways, and increasing those connections has the potential to benefit stu-
dents by bringing more coherence to the education pipeline and improving access to
higher education for all learners. At the same time, efforts to align the K-12 and IHE
sectors should reflect shared priorities regarding what students are expected to learn
and what kinds of experiences education systems should provide. Otherwise, there is
potential for undesirable consequences—for example, if college admissions tests that
are not aligned with state standards are used for high school accountability purposes.

Vendors

A third group of policy actors is the large number of developers of curricula, profes-
sional learning resources, and assessments, many of whom market aggressively to edu-
cators and education leaders. This marketing is evidenced by, among other things, the
advertisements one finds in many education-focused magazines or the newsletters that
professional organizations send to their members. Marion and colleagues (2019) discuss
“assessment proliferation” (p. 14) resulting from several factors, including growth in
commercial interim assessment solutions during the NCLB era and an aggressive, and
sometimes misleading, marketing push by vendors—for example, some assessment
vendors were quick to claim alignment with CCSS when states were exploring options
for new, CCSS-aligned assessments (Faxon-Mills et al., 2013). As Shepard (2021) noted,
sellers of interim tests often “hijacked” the phrase “formative assessment” to market
products that were designed primarily to serve as test-preparation tools. In the SEL
realm, developers of curricula and assessments have advertised widely and flooded
the mailboxes of educators and other decision makers with marketing materials, often
using phrases such as “evidence-based” in ways that do not align with rigorous
research standards (Assessment Work Group, 2019; Grant et al., 2017).

Local governance bodies, IHEs, and vendors are examples of stakeholder groups
who engage with K-12 schools in ways that could influence policy adoption or enact-
ment—but this list is not comprehensive. Other non-system actors such as employers,
civil rights groups, the press, and academic researchers often engage in activities that
have the potential to influence assessment policy. Although there is often no direct,
causal link between these groups’ actions and the enactment of K-12 assessment policy
or school-level assessment practices, any effort to promote widespread balanced assess-
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ment systems is likely to be shaped by at least some of these groups. As we discuss
later in this chapter, active and ongoing engagement with all relevant stakeholder
groups can help promote a more coherent and less chaotic set of policies and supports
for balanced assessment.

How Policies Are Designed to Shape Instruction, Learning, and Assessment

The large number and variety of policy actors discussed in the previous section,
along with the many educational, political, and economic factors that influence them,
highlights the complexity of understanding how policy can affect what happens at the
school and classroom levels. Assessment policy can influence practice through a variety
of mechanisms. Below, we summarize some of the major ways that assessment policy
influences decisions at the state or local levels:

* Informing or constraining curriculum decisions. Although state accountability tests
were not primarily intended to change curriculum, the research reviewed in the
next section makes it clear that many of these tests have had that effect, leading
to shifts in emphasis on different academic subjects and topics or activities within
subjects.

* Determining the features of tests and test administration. NCLB dramatically increased
the required number of state-administered tests. Moreover, by emphasizing
coverage of grade-level standards, NCLB led many states to abandon innovative
assessment formats and rely instead on multiple-choice or other item types that
could be administered quickly and scored inexpensively. Federal legislation also
required states to set and report proficiency levels.

e Allocating financial resources related to testing. In addition to the large number
of required tests, states received limited funding to develop, administer, and
score statewide assessments. These limits placed important constraints on the
opportunities to adopt assessment approaches aligned with deeper learning—like
human-scored performance assessments—and instead incentivized the adoption
of inexpensive closed formats.

e Specifying uses of test scores. Policy can also mandate how test scores are used.
NCLB accountability provisions emphasized using state test scores to rate schools
and districts, and in turn, influenced the allocation of funding and interventions.
RTTT and related initiatives went even further and advocated the use of scores
to evaluate individual teachers. Meanwhile, many schools and districts have
adopted local policies like using test scores to determine grade promotion
(National Conference of State Legislatures, 2019). As noted earlier, while it is
possible to use a test for multiple different purposes, each of these purposes must
be supported with sufficient evidence of validity.

¢ [ncentivizing continuity. Policies can also influence test development and score
use indirectly through incentives or requirements to maintain comparability with
existing tests and scales. For example, while IADA ostensibly seeks to encourage
innovation in assessment design, it specifies that new assessments need to
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produce scores comparable to existing tests, which greatly limits opportunities
for innovation in practice.

Many of these requirements not only constrain local decision making regarding
what, when, and how to assess student achievement but can also limit opportunities
for innovation and affect how educators and others respond to assessment policies.
Moreover, policies reflect policy makers’ views on the purposes of schooling and can
therefore influence the views of other actors. For example, accountability metrics that
emphasize the percentage of students performing at or above the proficient level in
mathematics and ELA implicitly suggest that schools should prioritize getting students
to perform at a particular level in these two subjects while downplaying schools’ con-
tributions to more advanced learning in these subjects and to student performance in
other subjects.

Yet, it is worth noting that despite widespread concerns about the assessment and
accountability provisions in NCLB and ESSA, these policies were intended to help
identify the need for additional or improved inputs to help ensure that students would
achieve the desired outcomes. Both pieces of legislation were motivated by persistent
disparities in achievement across racial/ethnic and socioeconomic groups, and the
requirements for annual testing of every student and public reporting of scores at the
subgroup level reflect this motivation. The persistence of these disparities suggests
the intended outcomes and the theory of action that motivated NCLB and ESSA have
yet to fully materialize. This does not necessarily mean that the entire theory of action
is flawed. Some elements could continue to play important roles in a more balanced
assessment system. For instance, high-quality statewide assessments can help set expec-
tations for student performance, support large-scale monitoring of systems, identify
areas in need of improvement, and inform resource allocation.

Research on Educator Responses to Assessment Policy

The day-to-day work of classroom teachers is arguably the most important factor
in determining how state and federal assessment policies influence student learning
experiences and outcomes. Decades of research show that teachers are also affected by
decisions that school and district leaders make in response to those policies. The large
number of policy actors and variability in goals and beliefs both among and within
groups highlights the complexity of understanding not only how assessment policy
gets made, but also the various mechanisms through which it can influence practice
(for reviews of this literature see Faxon-Mills et al., 2013; Hamilton et al., 2012; Jennings
& Sohn, 2014).

A concise way of summarizing research on how assessment policy affects teaching is
the well-known idea that “what you test is what you get,” particularly when high stakes
are attached to test scores (Koretz & Hamilton, 2006). A 2013 review by Faxon-Mills and
colleagues describes potential changes in curriculum content and emphasis, pedagogi-
cal activities, and teacher-student interactions that could result from assessment policy.
Within each of these three broad categories, changes could be beneficial, harmful, or
neutral, depending on the features of the assessments and policies associated with
them. Of particular relevance to this volume is how assessment policy has influenced
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teachers” emphasis on ambitious instruction, which comprises both curriculum and
pedagogy. Numerous studies have found that high-stakes multiple-choice or short-
answer tests used for accountability typically lead teachers to increase time devoted
to teaching basic skills and facts (Gallagher & Smith, 2000; Jones et al., 1999; Shepard
& Dougherty, 1991). By contrast, assessments designed to measure more complex out-
comes, such as the Vermont portfolio program and the Maryland School Performance
Assessment Program, are typically accompanied by increased instructional emphasis
on higher-order thinking, sophisticated writing, and complex problem-solving (Fuchs
et al., 1999; Koretz et al., 1994, 1996; Lane et al., 2002). However, more complex assess-
ments are not always associated with their intended effects; research also suggests that
under high-stakes conditions, educators often resort to less ambitious instructional
strategies that are intended to raise test scores—for example, “rubric-driven” instruc-
tion designed to maximize score gains rather than promote more generalizable skill
development (Stecher & Mitchell, 1995).

Educators’ responses to assessment policy are influenced by many factors, only
some of which are under the direct control of policy makers. Faxon-Mills et al. (2013)
identified five categories of conditions that influence educators’ responses: (1) features
of the testing programs, including the tests themselves and how scores are used; (2)
the specific accountability provisions, including stakes attached to scores and metrics
used to inform accountability decisions; (3) educators” beliefs, knowledge, and prior
experiences; (4) characteristics of schools and students, including prior school perfor-
mance; and (5) district- and school-level policies, including those around curriculum
and professional learning opportunities for teachers.

Like teachers, district and school leaders also make decisions that affect instruction,
including the adoption of instructional materials and mandating the amount of time
devoted to specific subjects. Research shows that these decisions are often influenced
by accountability pressures and that one common response to these pressures is to
increase district support for teaching and learning at the school and classroom levels
(Hannaway, 2007; Ladd & Zelli, 2002; Opfer et al., 2008; Rentner et al., 2006). On the
other hand, the literature also highlights ways in which the logic model of account-
ability systems can fall short of producing intended district- and school-level responses.
One salient example is recent policies and efforts involving the use of state assessment
data: a key finding from the literature is that scores from statewide accountability tests
have not proven useful for informing instruction, despite claims made by the authors
of federal accountability legislation (Mandinach & Gummer, 2021; Marsh & Farrell,
2015; Marsh et al., 2006).

A more recent study of changes to instruction in response to ESSA-era accountabil-
ity provides additional evidence on how local conditions, including governance and
educator support, can affect educators’ responses to assessment policy (Polikoff et al.,
2022). Finally, broader societal conditions and issues can also influence how assessment
policies are translated and enacted at the school and classroom levels—as exempli-
fied by the widespread attention to “unfinished learning” stemming from in-person
education interruptions due to the COVID-19 pandemic, which led to calls to adopt
more frequent assessments of student achievement in schools, and in turn influenced
marketing by vendors wishing to sell such assessments to districts (Jimenez, 2020).
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An International Perspective on Assessment Policy

The U.S. education policy landscape is best conceived not as a fixed structure, but
as an intricate mechanism with many moving parts that are being constantly updated
and revised. This state of constant change presents challenges—but also frequent oppor-
tunities—to reorient policy frameworks and structures. In this context, the experiences
of other countries can offer useful case examples and counterfactuals in reimagining
U.S. educational policies and structures and moving them toward the kind of balanced
assessment systems described in this volume. Despite inescapable differences in size,
structure, and cultural and political contexts, comparative analysis can help broaden
the field’s understanding and vision of what balanced assessment might look like in
practice and what types of systems are possible. A detailed review of assessment policy
and practice in the international context is beyond the scope of this chapter, but the
observation that countries that are seen as high performing vary dramatically in how
they conceptualize, implement, and use assessments is an important one (see Faubert,
2009; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2013). Finland does
notoriously little standardized testing but emphasizes a strong culture of ongoing,
systematic classroom assessment, including student self-assessment that can inform
instructional decision making for teachers. Japan administers national exams in some
grades, but they are only reported at the regional level, and schools otherwise have
full autonomy over assessment. New Zealand requires reporting to parents on stu-
dent progress in relation to the national curriculum but gives schools full discretion
to adopt or develop meaningful assessments for this purpose, and notably created a
national system of assessment for learning to support school capacity building and
teacher literacy in classroom assessment. Interestingly, teachers in the three countries
just mentioned often stay with a group of students for multiple grades, enabling for-
mative assessment to provide a more robust evidentiary basis to work with parents to
monitor and improve student learning over time. Next, we examine two examples of
assessment policy and practice in countries other than the United States and consider
the value and implications of these comparisons.

Assessment in the Dutch education system comprises multiple formative and sum-
mative components implemented at the school level and guided by national curricula
and performance targets (reference levels), all within a comprehensive inspectorate
framework. Schools are required by law to monitor and report to parents on student
achievement and progress regularly during the school year but have full autonomy to
choose both the frequency of assessment and the specific tools used for this purpose—
drawing on available offerings from the Central Institute for Test Development and
other national test developers (Scheerens et al., 2012). Notably, data reported to parents
and back to the broader education system also include evidence from classroom assess-
ments developed by teachers, as well as written and oral reports, homework, and proj-
ects embedded in the curriculum. The inspectorate framework integrates these markers
of academic progress with other social, emotional, and civic learning outcomes. The
process incorporates a wide range of indicators reflecting aspects of instruction, climate,
and school management valued in the framework, and considers them in concert with
the school governing board on 4-year inspection cycles. All students take a summative
test at the end of primary education, which is also selected by schools from approved
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lists of assessments aligned to the national curriculum. The results of this test, along
with other relevant evidence from classroom assessments and projects are integrated
into a portfolio, which can inform school improvement efforts, but also student place-
ment in secondary education (Ministry of Education, Culture, and Science, 2021).

The basic components of this system have been in place since the late 1960s. This
longevity has helped develop a robust culture of assessment that values the consistency
and comparability of standardized tests but also builds on the strengths of formative
classroom assessment to enable instructional improvement. Strengthening the capac-
ity of teachers and schools to use formative assessment to improve student learning
has also been an important policy priority (Nusche et al., 2014), and the system also
explicitly considers the use of standardized tests and classroom assessments to support
the needs of special education and linguistic minority students. Finally, system-level
monitoring has been occurring for many years and relies on probability samples on
two national assessments and international comparative studies like the Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA) and the Trends in International Mathematics
and Science Study (TIMMS).

Singapore offers equally interesting contrasting scenarios to the United States. The
country’s education system is comparable in size and diversity to the median state in
the United States, serving more than half a million students with three national lan-
guages and a significant immigrant population. After accelerated development in the
second half of the 20th century, Singapore garnered attention as a leader in promot-
ing ambitious instructional standards, with students typically ranking at the top in
international assessments. In Singapore’s national curriculum, school-based interim
assessments are seen as integral to both teaching and learning, and scores are explicitly
incorporated into system-level monitoring. Under the Project Work initiative, students
carry out a collaborative interdisciplinary project over an extended period, and a
portfolio is used to integrate evidence from different assessments and sources (includ-
ing written reports and oral presentations) reflecting collaborative problem-solving,
critical and creative thinking, and knowledge synthesis across content areas (Quek et
al., 2007). Interestingly, this emphasis on formative assessment coexists with a strong
central system of high-stakes national exams at the end of Grades 6, 10, and 12 that
inform important school choice and placement decisions at the higher levels. Amidst
robust debates about the limitations of summative assessments, these exams evolved
to incorporate a greater variety of questions as well as open-ended oral and written
response formats to better assess the types of authentic thinking skills emphasized in
classrooms. Singapore’s Ministry of Education strongly emphasizes the Project Work
initiative and embedded formative assessments as the key to improving teaching and
learning, and the Ministry promotes assessment literacy for teachers in these areas as a
top priority through publications, workshops, and other tools and resources for teachers
(Ministry of Education, 2017).

As a technical matter, it seems clear that systems like those described above would
be expected to create conditions conducive to gathering coherent evidence from mul-
tiple assessment sources to support ambitious teaching and learning in the class-
room—and it is a fact that these same countries routinely outperform the United States
in international comparisons (DeSilver, 2017; U.S. Department of Education, 2018).
However, extrapolation to assessment policy and practice in the United States car-
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ries important caveats. It is important to note that each system reflects assumptions,
priorities, and societal values around the purposes of schooling and that these are not
always well aligned with standard policy discussions in the United States. For example,
compared with many industrialized countries, included those mentioned above, fund-
ing for public schools in the United States is less consistent, and substantial variation
can be observed both between and within states (Allegretto et al., 2022; Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2022). On the other hand, less reliance
on standardized tests in lower grades in these countries often coexists with strong
individual accountability and high-stakes testing for sorting into high school tracks
and admission into higher education. Readers should be careful not to idealize or reify
assessment systems in other countries or present them as “settled law.” As in the United
States, there are many important ongoing conversations and, in some cases, intense
policy debates—such as in Germany and Canada, which have significantly redesigned
assessment systems in response to perceived declines in educational outcomes in inter-
national assessments. Interested readers should refer to reviews by Darling-Hammond
and McCloskey (2008) and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Develop-
ment (2013).

UNDERSTANDING AND ADDRESSING POLICY LIMITATIONS

The evidence detailed in this chapter and other chapters of this volume (e.g.,
Chapter 2, “The Struggle to Implement Balanced Assessment Systems: Explanations
and Opportunities”) suggests that the implementation of balanced assessment systems
that support ambitious instruction is rare in the United States (Conley, 2018). More-
over, policy is an inherently blunt instrument that cannot, by itself, induce the kinds
of changes needed to achieve the vision of balanced assessment systems. Finally, even
the most well-intentioned policies can produce unintended consequences and/or fail
to achieve the ambitious goals of their authors. Understanding the role of policy in
arriving at the current state of balanced assessment systems in the United States, and
the specific challenges faced in a particular context and place, is critical for reimagining
education and assessment policy in ways that could help chart a path forward.

One significant challenge in implementing balanced assessment systems is the com-
plexity of the U.S. education system and the large number of actors whose responses
to policy are critical for achieving intended outcomes. These actors include educators,
vendors, IHEs, and school boards, among others. There can be substantial variability
between and within these groups in terms of perceived purposes of schooling, what
goals they expect schools to pursue, the most effective levers and strategies to use, and
so forth. As a result of this variability, the perceptions and goals of different groups
can be directly at odds, potentially giving rise to disagreement and conflict. In addi-
tion, differences in the degree and nature of influence afforded to actors in each of
these groups can limit the influence of policy on practice. In particular, the significant
local control over public education in most states, along with the autonomy that many
school leaders and teachers enjoy, can hinder efforts to enact systemic policies related
to curriculum and classroom assessment.

An exhaustive overview of factors that explain the failure of policy to lead to bal-
anced assessments and desired outcomes is beyond the scope of this chapter. Some of
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these factors are covered in other chapters of this volume, including political factors
such as leadership stability (Chapter 2, “The Struggle to Implement Balanced Assess-
ment Systems: Explanations and Opportunities”), district structures (Chapter 6, “Dis-
trict and School Practices and Assessments to Support a Learning-Centered Vision”),
and teacher assessment literacy (Chapter 5, “Assessment Literacy and Professional
Learning”) among others. In this section, we examine how actors’ values and beliefs
about the fundamental purposes of schools can contribute to their decisions about
assessment policy. We then describe three broad policy goals that, if pursued in coher-
ent ways, have the potential to support high-quality, balanced assessment systems.

Connecting Assessment Policy to the Purposes of Schooling

The features of federal and state legislation summarized earlier in this chapter
reflect the primacy of the view that achievement in mathematics and ELA are the
main outcomes expected from U.S. schools—and, implicitly, that large-scale standard-
ized assessment is a key mechanism by which policy can support this goal. But, as
the authors of this volume have noted, education can contribute to much more than
academic achievement in a small number of subjects.

Policy decisions necessarily reflect how policy actors think about the types of adults
that schools are expected to produce, and more specifically, what outcomes schools are
responsible for promoting. Importantly, while these beliefs can play a critical role in
policy development and implementation, they are typically not stated explicitly. Policy
making could benefit from more systematic and explicit attention and public debate
around stakeholders’ views about the purposes of schooling. A recent Aspen Institute
report advocates for “a deliberative process, engaging students and educators, families,
civic and business leaders, and other stakeholders in answering a profound question:
What do we want to be true about public schools in our state?” (Aspen Institute
Education & Society Program, 2022, p. 3, emphasis in original).

Although most Americans would likely agree that schools should ensure that stu-
dents develop the foundational academic skills necessary to succeed in later pursuits,
there is no consensus on the relative importance of these and other outcomes—such as
preparing young people for employment or citizenship. Moreover, definitions of con-
cepts like “citizenship” are highly contested (Rapoport & Yemini, 2020). To be sure, a
key consideration associated with determining the purposes of schools is whose beliefs
and values should influence decisions about what schools should emphasize. Lack of
consensus on the purposes of schooling can result in fragmented, poorly aligned policy,
and in the disenfranchisement of groups who lack political power (Herndndez, 2020).
Below, we briefly discuss different views about the purposes of public schools that have
informed U.S. educational policy.

Schools as Incubators for Citizens

The U.S. public education system was founded on a mission to prepare youth
for citizenship (Mann, 1855; Vinnakota, 2019). Despite significant changes to schools’
approaches and responsibilities since their founding, public schools continue to be the
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primary institutions responsible for developing citizens and civic actors (Winthrop,
2020). Civic learning is not limited to social studies content and includes the knowledge,
skills, and dispositions needed to engage constructively in democratic societies (Vinna-
kota, 2019). The editors of a 2021 National Academy of Education report, Educating for
Civic Reasoning & Discourse, expressed this idea concisely, noting that “among the most
important goals of public education is to prepare young people to engage in informed
civic action predicated on a disposition to grapple with the complexities of social issues
and policy responses in a diverse society” (Lee et al., 2021, p. 13).

Current events and trends such as the national conversation about systemic racism
following the murder of George Floyd, the lack of trust in expertise that became promi-
nent during the COVID-19 pandemic, and growing political partisanship have raised
concerns about how well the United States is educating young people to engage effec-
tively in a diverse, democratic society (Blinkoff et al., 2022). Recent polls also indicate
that large percentages of high school graduates in the United States express doubts
about the health of democracy and their opportunities to effect change (Harvard Ken-
nedy School Institute of Politics, 2022). Although U.S. teachers express support for civic
learning, they also report facing significant challenges in ensuring it remains a critical
part of instruction, including pressure to improve scores on state accountability tests
in other subjects (Hamilton et al., 2020).

Policy solutions proposed to address these challenges have included the adoption
of civic learning standards and accompanying statewide assessments—however, the
bulk of federal and state policy action has historically emphasized mathematics, English
language arts, and to a lesser degree, science. A promising approach to incorporat-
ing civic learning could leverage the increased attention paid to social and emotional
learning (SEL) in schools in recent years, given the significant overlap between SEL
and civic learning frameworks and competencies, e.g., social perspective-taking and
cultural competence (Atwell & Bridgeland, 2019; Hamilton & Doss, 2020; Hamilton &
Kaufman, 2022; Schwartz et al., 2022; Vinnakota, 2019).

Schools as Engines of Economic Growth

Many factors that detract from schools’ efforts to promote civic learning and other
aspects of whole-child education stem from pressures related to the role of schools in
producing an educated workforce. Policy debates have frequently prioritized schools’
economic purpose, emphasizing the need for schools to produce graduates who have
the necessary skills to contribute to society through paid work (Zaber et al., 2019). This
view of schools as engines of economic success for both individuals and the nation is
evident in federal legislation and related policy initiatives like CCSS. These policies
typically extend to or feature assessment of academic achievement as a key lever for
improving workforce readiness, with actors including government officials, business
groups, and parents frequently arguing that assessments should help ensure high
school graduates are “college and career ready.”

Of course, readiness for college and careers requires not just academic knowl-
edge and skills. Surveys consistently find that some of the most highly sought-after
competencies among employers are communication, teamwork, self-management,
and integrity (Bauer-Wolf, 2019). Although employers and others often describe these
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competencies using terms such as “soft skills” or “employability skills,” these con-
structs in fact map directly onto widely used SEL frameworks (Yoder et al., 2020). Yet,
despite widespread consensus that both academic—particularly foundational literacy
and numeracy skills—and SEL competencies are necessary to prepare young people
to pursue rewarding careers in a variety of fields, most state policy around assessment
has emphasized the former to a much greater degree than the latter.

Reducing the Emphasis on Annual Tests

One promising approach to promoting ambitious instruction is a rebalancing of the
actual and perceived importance of various elements of the assessment system—par-
ticularly end-of-year standardized tests that inform accountability decisions. Although
large-scale summative assessments can help monitor outcomes and identify potential
sources of inequity, earlier chapters of this volume and related research make it clear
that these tests are not designed to support high-quality, ambitious instruction (National
Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2019). Moreover, the stakes attached
to scores on these tests, along with reporting that often emphasizes score gaps without
acknowledging disparities in access to resources, has the potential to cause harm even
if the policies that dictate how scores are used and reported are well intentioned. A
heavy emphasis on test scores also signals a narrow set of purposes for the nation’s
schools—one that is poorly aligned with the whole-child view described above.

Although ESSA provided states with opportunities to expand their accountability
metrics, state mathematics and ELA tests persist in carrying the bulk of the weight in
ratings. By emphasizing this narrow set of metrics, these systems signal to educators,
students, and the public that (1) these are the most important outcomes for schools to
promote, and (2) school improvement efforts should aim to increase scores on those
tests. State education agencies (SEAs) might not explicitly urge educators to use these
tests to inform practice, but their outsized role in measuring school performance sends
an implicit message to all stakeholders about the preeminence of these tests. Reducing
their salience would require changing federal law and allowing states to experiment
with approaches like matrix sampling or reducing the number of grade levels in which
testing is required, along with modifications to rules about the identification of indi-
vidual schools for specific consequences, including sanctions and labeling.

Some writers have proposed through-course or through-year assessments adminis-
tered multiple times during the school year as a possible way to support balance that
serves both summative and formative uses (Javurek, 2020). Such models do not neces-
sarily provide the evidence needed to inform decisions about instruction and account-
ability, and they often suffer from limitations associated with coverage, precision, and
timeliness. They also represent, as Lorié and Dadey (2023) note, a significant change
in how states directly influence school activities during the year. Clear guidance from
developers and adopting agencies is needed regarding the intended uses of through-
year assessment scores, as well as their technical and practical limitations, if this new
type of tool will be able to fulfill its promise of serving both formative and summative
purposes (Marion, 2021).

Other chapters of this volume provide more detailed explorations of many of these
issues. Chapter 4, “Classroom Activity Systems to Support Ambitious Teaching and
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Assessment,” describes a framework for organizing assessments more tightly around
instruction inside the classroom, and Chapter 5, “Assessment Literacy and Profes-
sional Learning,” highlights the implications of rich conceptualizations of assessment
for expectations about teacher professional competencies—and the guidance and
resources needed to support these competencies. In this context, thoughtful policy
will be needed to focus systems on classroom assessments without imposing con-
straints or conditions that detract from their utility in informing instruction. Chapter
6, “District and School Practices and Assessments to Support a Learning-Centered
Vision,” and Chapter 7, “State Practices and Balanced Assessment Systems,” outline
the types of assessment-related structures, policies, and resources at the district and
state levels that are likely to promote desirable assessment practices and prevent or
discourage potentially harmful ones.

Educating and Assessing the Whole Learner

In Chapter 3 of this volume, “Human Learning and Development: Theoretical
Perspectives to Inform Assessment Systems,” Goldman and Lee summarized several
decades of research that calls for an integrated view of learning—how cognitive, social,
emotional, and cultural factors mediate how learners acquire new knowledge and skills.
This conceptual lens is helpful because it strongly indicates that a coherent set of learn-
ing goals is likely required to prepare young people for economic success, engaged
citizenship, and rewarding relationships. Moreover, COVID-19-related school closures
highlighted the many ways that schools contribute to students” development beyond
the purely academic, and the aftereffects continue to reverberate not just in students’
academic learning but also their social and emotional skills and well-being (Gross &
Hamilton, 2023; Hamilton, 2022). This whole-learner perspective is well aligned with
recent discussions about the need for accountability systems to incorporate a broader
range of constructs (see National Urban League & UNIDOS, 2022). Although this per-
spective has largely failed to take hold in the assessment systems adopted by educa-
tional institutions, in recent years policy makers and assessment developers have taken
some steps toward a more expansive view of learner outcomes.

Perhaps the most noteworthy recent initiative reflecting a whole-learner perspec-
tive is the so-called “fifth indicator” in ESSA, also known as the “school quality and
student success” or SQSS indicator (Council of Chief State School Officers, 2017). States
have responded to this flexibility by adding measures like attendance or college and
career readiness (Kostyo et al., 2018). If carefully designed, such measures could sup-
port more ambitious instruction and signal an interest in a broader set of desired out-
comes for schools. For example, several states’” ESSA plans include “college and career
ready” indices that reward schools whose students participate in opportunities such
as completing advanced coursework (e.g., AP or IB) or receiving industry-recognized
credentials (Kostyo et al., 2018).

At the same time, reliance on the ESSA indicators to promote ambitious instruction
and assessment at the local level has limitations. First, any large-scale assessments of
student outcomes that are added to states’” ESSA plans will be subject to the limitations
of large-scale achievement tests. For instance, states have not yet adopted assessments
of SEL competencies in their ESSA systems (Jordan & Marley, 2018). To date, SEL
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assessments lack evidence of validity for use in accountability systems or for other
high-stakes purposes, and experts have advised states to refrain from including them
in their ESSA accountability systems (Assessment Work Group, 2019; Duckworth &
Yeager, 2015; Hamilton, 2022; Hamilton & Schwartz, 2019; Melnick et al., 2017). It is also
important to note that weights assigned to these indicators in the overall ESSA ratings
are quite small relative to the weights assigned to academic achievement tests (Lyons &
Brandt, 2021). ESSA might have opened the door for states to adopt a more whole-child
approach to accountability, but so far, state movement in that direction is minimal. It
is worth noting that in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the U.S. Department of
Education issued guidance in February 2022 that allowed states to modify their plans
and increase the weight of the non-academic measures to some degree for 1 year (U.S.
Department of Education, 2022).

There is little consensus on whether and how social, emotional, and civic learning
competencies should be prioritized in schools, and assessing such competencies pres-
ents significant conceptual and technical challenges. Moreover, despite their strong
support for SEL (Hamilton & Doss, 2020), educators are increasingly finding themselves
enmeshed in highly politicized debates about SEL within school boards and statehouses
(Anderson, 2022). Indeed, some groups have pushed back against SEL, conflating it
with terms like equity or critical race theory to generate backlash among parents (Joyce,
2022). Nevertheless, an environment that includes increasing calls from employers to
instill “transferable” skills in young people and a resurgence in emphasis on the civic
mission of schools offers clear opportunities to consider and enact policies that will
support both important goals.

Even if states begin to include assessments of SEL competencies or other indica-
tors that reflect a broader perspective on student learning and the purposes of school-
ing, these efforts are unlikely to reflect the integrated nature of learning described in
Chapter 3 of this volume, “Human Learning and Development: Theoretical Perspec-
tives to Inform Assessment Systems,” and elsewhere (e.g., Lee et al., 2021). Research
demonstrates that the social, emotional, cultural, and academic aspects of learning are
integrated (Aspen Institute & National Commission on Social, Emotional, & Academic
Development, 2021). Advances in assessment design—including but not limited to
technology-based approaches—offer examples of tasks that integrate these dimensions.
For instance, Andrews-Todd and colleagues (2019) developed a technology-based
assessment that measures mathematics competencies in the context of a collaborative
problem-solving environment. Tools like this one have the potential to support assess-
ment that is aligned with an integrated perspective on learning, but more development
and research are needed to enable this approach on a large scale and ensure that it has
the intended effects on instruction.

Connecting Outcomes to Inputs Through Opportunity-to-Learn Indicators

Assessment policy often seeks to identify areas of need and inform resource alloca-
tion, but this cannot be achieved through outcome measures alone, regardless of their
breadth or level of detail. Informed decisions require documenting not just learning
outcomes but also resources and opportunities offered to learners to achieve those out-
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comes. As a recent Aspen Institute report noted, “Opportunities to learn—the resources,
experiences, and expectations students get access to—enable students to pursue their
purpose, develop their agency, and contribute as community members and informed
citizens” (Aspen Institute Education & Society Program, 2022, p. 2). The report calls on
state leaders to take a strategic approach to collecting and making sense of opportunity-
to-learn (OTL) data, including through analyses of disparities among groups, clear and
actionable reporting mechanisms, and supports for continuous improvement. Similarly,
ESSA opens the door for states to include OTL measures in their accountability systems.
By itself, this is unlikely to move the needle toward ambitious, whole-child instruction,
but it provides a starting point. Darling-Hammond and Cook-Harvey (2018) describe
the need for additional funding, guidance, professional development for educators,
and family engagement, along with other policy changes.

OTL indicators can help monitor aspects of the learning environment that contribute
to ambitious instruction and assessment. This idea aligns with the discussion in Chapter
1 of this volume, “Reimagining Balanced Assessment Systems: An Introduction,” on the
importance of effective, safe learning environments and a climate that supports whole-
child development, as well as the role that resources such as high-quality curricula or
caring teachers play in creating such environments. According to the National School
Climate Center, climate refers to

patterns of students’, parents’ and school personnel’s experience of school life [that]
reflects norms, goals, values, interpersonal relationships, teaching and learning prac-
tices, and organizational structures ... [which] foster[s] youth development and learn-
ing necessary for a productive, contributing and satisfying life in a democratic society.
(National School Climate Center, 2021)

Darling-Hammond and Cook-Harvey (2018) reviewed evidence from the learning
and developmental sciences and noted that “a positive school climate is at the core of
a successful educational experience” (p. v). Reflecting this growing consensus, eight
states included student climate surveys as part of the “fifth indicator” in their ESSA
plans (Kostyo et al., 2018).

The idea of incorporating OTL indicators into accountability systems is not new.
McDonnell (1995) reviewed efforts to use OTL indicators as policy instruments in the
1980s and 1990s, including as part of a short-lived push for enacting school delivery
standards and accountability provisions associated with these standards. The high-
water mark of these policy efforts was the Goals 2000: Educate America Act, which
called for standards to assess “the sufficiency or quality of the resources, practices,
and conditions necessary at each level of the education system to provide all students
with an opportunity to learn the material in voluntary national content standards or
State content standards” (Goals 2000: Educate America Act, 1994). Thirty years later,
a new wave of interest in this area is best exemplified by a report from the National
Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine titled Monitoring Educational Equity
that calls for the development of systems to monitor educational equity, along with
proposals to develop subject-specific OTL standards in language, mathematics, and the
arts, among others (see Leung et al., 2021; National Academies of Sciences, Engineering,
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and Medicine, 2019; National Association for Music Education, 2020; National Council
of Teachers of English, 2019).

McDonnell (1995) emphasized the value of OTL as a generative concept that can
offer a vision of high-quality, equitable educational opportunities. OTL data can also
help highlight differences in educational experiences and opportunities afforded to
different groups of students and how these might relate to disparities in achievement,
both across and within groups. However, McDonnell also highlighted the technical and
political challenges limiting its use as a policy instrument, many of which continue to
be relevant 30 years after Goals 2000. In particular, the precise definition of OTL can
differ across contexts, from narrower binary indicators of curriculum coverage, breadth,
or depth; to richer operationalizations involving school and classroom processes, peda-
gogical approaches and instructional practices, school resources, and a range of other
elements of the instructional climate. Thus, the collection, interpretation, and reporting
of OTL data and its expected relationship to outcomes is not straightforward and may
not be feasible without a significant investment of resources and, where accountability
is involved, political capital (McDonnell, 1995).

The distinction between factors under and outside the control of the education
system is also a challenging concept, as is the difference between equality and equity
in relation to the allocation of opportunities and resources in schools. As defined in
Monitoring Educational Equity, equity requires that educational opportunities consider
students’ needs to counter “the effects of structural disadvantages that disproportion-
ately affect different student groups” (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering,
and Medicine, 2020, p. 1). Although there is widespread agreement around broad
equity goals like these, McDonnell points out that states typically have little incentive
to hold themselves accountable for opportunities they provide to students, because this
accountability could open the door for legal action from individuals or groups, limit
flexibility, or have other unintended consequences. Finally, OTL indicators are suscep-
tible to inflation or corruption, given the reliance on self-reporting, especially where
specific incentives are involved for the different actors.

TOWARD ASSESSMENT POLICIES THAT SUPPORT
BALANCED ASSESSMENT SYSTEMS

In this final section, we build on the research and lessons from enacting assessment
policy to consider how future policy might promote the kind of balanced assessment
systems described throughout this volume. Because it is difficult to offer detailed rec-
ommendations that are relevant across diverse contexts, we highlight broad guidelines
and considerations for those tasked with designing assessment policies that could
contribute to high-quality, equitable, balanced assessment systems and effective and
appropriate use of data (see Box 9-1). Rather than allowing current conditions to con-
strain the discussion (and recognizing that others have written specifically about ESSA
reauthorization; see Marion et al., 2020), we adopt a broader view that is intended to
spur discussion and innovation in the research, policy, and practice communities. Some
of these ideas or recommendations could be enacted within the constraints of existing
federal legislation, whereas others would require changes to that legislation. We pres-
ent these ideas with federal and state policy makers as the primary audience but hope
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BOX 9-1
Guidelines for Designing Assessment Policies to
Support Balanced Assessment Systems

Adopt an inclusive, collaborative approach to policy design and implementation

Interrogate the values that underlie policy

Ensure that state policies are informed by an understanding of local variation

Reduce the state assessment footprint, prioritizing coherence and measures that will inform
improvement

Embrace technological innovation cautiously and responsibly

Recognize the limits and risks of assessment policy and provide support for navigating the
politics

that this material will also be of interest to other policy actors for informing a more
balanced and innovative approach to assessment in the future.

Adopt aninclusive, collaborative approach to policy design and implementation.
Future changes aimed at promoting high-quality, equity-oriented, and balanced assess-
ment policy design will require deep engagement from those responsible for imple-
menting the policy and those affected by it. Stakeholder participation in policy design
and planning, including educators, families, and young people, can be especially valu-
able for promoting buy-in and wider adoption while simultaneously helping to advance
policies that meet stakeholder needs. Importantly, this inclusive approach requires that
stakeholders feel genuinely involved and that their input has been seriously considered.
Stakeholder voice and participation have become a desideratum of education-related
initiatives, but “voice” alone, without real opportunities to engage and have an impact,
is likely to result in disempowerment and missed opportunities to design systems that
address the experiences and needs of the most important stakeholders.

Of course, many state and local education agencies across the nation are already
working to increase stakeholder engagement, and it will be critical for decision makers
to learn from existing innovation and experimentation. Additionally, groups that con-
vene educators and policy makers across states, such as the Council of Chief State
School Officers Collaboratives, the Council of the Great City Schools, or the National
Governors Association could play a critical role as creators of networks to support
dissemination and exchange of ideas and shared problem solving. These groups could
exercise more direct influence in advancing engagement and collaboration than is typi-
cally possible within the purview of the federal government.

Interrogate the values that underlie policy. Policies are not value neutral. Policy
sends signals and influences actions in ways that reflect the values of those empowered
to design them. Two particularly salient and related values are trust and transparency.
Those who develop or implement assessment policy should articulate their values and
examine how policy design or enactment might reflect these values. For instance, the
relationship between the state and school districts embedded in policy might indicate
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that the state trusts district leaders to pursue the right goals and make sound decisions.
Similarly, reporting requirements can be designed to prioritize transparency not just
for student data but for system-level conditions and in ways that respect the needs of
all stakeholder groups. One potential benefit of the inclusive approach described in the
previous recommendation is that it provides an opportunity for groups to discuss and
align on the values they want policies to reflect.

Ensure that state policies are informed by an understanding of local variation.
The guidelines outlined in this chapter cannot be considered without understanding
that the wide variation in assessment policies and practices across local education
agencies reflects the influence of numerous factors, including financial resources and
capacity, leaders’ priorities, and each community’s values and goals for its young
people. The recommendations we outline here cannot be implemented effectively
without considering these influences, particularly those that reflect extant inequities
in resources available to educators across districts. For example, well-funded districts
serving high-achieving, affluent students, which can typically attract and retain highly
qualified staff, might reasonably propose to prioritize developing classroom assessment
capacity in their teaching force while de-emphasizing the use of assessment resources
provided by the state. By contrast, districts that serve students from less affluent com-
munities or that struggle to attract and retain highly qualified staff might not have the
capacity and resources necessary to develop strong assessment expertise and systems at
the classroom level. Leaders of such districts might believe that they have no choice but
to rely on guidance and supports provided by state testing and accountability systems.

Assessment policy will naturally reflect differences in values and assumptions across
states (e.g., some policies treat districts as fundamentally limited in their capacity to
effectively develop and implement assessment policy, while others view districts as the
key engines of change). As detailed in Chapter 6 of this volume, “District and School
Practices and Assessments to Support a Learning-Centered Vision,” districts also have
different goals and models for improvement. However, irrespective of differences in
assumptions, values, and governance structures, those in charge of designing and imple-
menting assessment policy should be careful not to issue punitive mandates that apply
mostly to underfunded schools, or conversely, design assessment policies that in practice
are overly ambitious and unrealistic for all but the wealthiest schools and communities.

Reduce the state assessment footprint, prioritizing coherence and measures that
will inform improvement. Assessment is unlikely to exert beneficial effects unless
systems are in place to convert the data gleaned from them into insights that will
inform teaching and learning. Crucially, however, the types of insights that can be
derived depend, among other factors, on the granularity and (dis)aggregation of the
data. Large-scale assessments, for instance, can produce data to inform broad decisions
about resource allocation, but cannot and should not be the primary source of day-
to-day instructional guidance. A direct implication of the vision of assessment in this
volume is that states should consider how funding structures drive assessment policy
and practice, imagining scenarios where funds are diverted from accountability testing
and purchasing assessment products and into developing assessment competencies
that may be more impactful in the long term (Chapter 5 of this volume, “Assessment
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Literacy & Professional Learning”). States can add value to assessment systems by sup-
porting or even compelling certain uses of assessments, provided that, as discussed in
the previous recommendation, mandates consider the diversity of needs and resources
across districts. Systems must be designed to ensure implementation does not repli-
cate or reinforce existing inequities and that burdens imposed on schools are weighed
against the expected benefits of assessment in specific contexts.

Considering context is also important for preventing patchwork policy that can
undermine the coherence and value of an assessment system. Importantly, coherence
at the system level will require changing the narrative around the conceptualization
of “accountability.” The term does not need to refer to high-stakes testing, and while
ESSA was designed to shift the narrative toward an emphasis on improvement, achiev-
ing that vision is still a distant goal. Policies can incorporate different approaches to
accountability, as discussed earlier in this chapter and in Darling-Hammond (2004). By
promoting a broader notion of who is accountable to whom, for what, and under what
circumstances, policy can support rather than hinder innovation and ambitious instruc-
tion. It is also crucial to keep in mind that the effects of accountability policies stem not
just from what content is measured, but from specific design decisions like whether
and how cut scores are used and what information is included in public reports. A
persistent example illustrating these concerns is found in district policies that require
schools to report results of existing interim or formative assessments intended for use
by teachers to inform their own instruction, which can add stakes that inadvertently
reduce utility for the original intended purpose.

The benefits of annual, statewide, standardized accountability testing systems need
to be considered alongside the opportunity cost of de-emphasizing locally developed
or implemented assessments that can more readily inform instructional improvement.
The policy context is ripe for (re)considering models that reduce the testing footprint
by employing matrix sampling, adaptive testing, and alternating or skipping grades
altogether (Marion & Lorié, 2023). Policy makers should consider ways to disrupt
traditional interpretations of score gaps—for example, by incorporating evidence on
disparities in learning opportunities, additional information about within-group vari-
ability, aligning reporting to the needs of stakeholder groups, and anticipating and
preventing undesirable uses.

Finally, while scarce funding and instructional time can make it tempting to use
single tests for multiple purposes for efficiency, it is important to recall that these mea-
sures should be used only for purposes for which sufficient validity evidence is avail-
able (American Educational Research Association, American Psychological Association,
& National Council on Measurement in Education, 2014; Kane, 2006). This guidance is
generally understood to apply equally to large-scale, high-stakes tests and classroom
assessments of academic, social, or emotional learning (Hamilton & Schwartz, 2019;
Jones et al., 2022). Of particular note, there is a dearth of theoretical and empirical
work examining validity claims involving high-stakes accountability systems that use
aggregate scores (Chalhoub-Deville, 2016; Marion et al., 2016).

Embrace technological innovation cautiously and responsibly. Although not a

focus of the chapters of this volume, we recognize that advances in technology, par-
ticularly those related to artificial intelligence (Al), are likely to influence both what
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and how large-scale systems are assessed in the coming decades. However, adoption of
these innovations must be done responsibly, equitably, and with “humans in the loop”
(U.S. Department of Education, 2023, p. 7). The use of these technologies presents both
significant risks as well as potential benefits. Governments and organizations have
begun releasing guidelines for the safe and responsible use of Al including the Blueprint
for an Al Bill of Rights, released by the White House Office of Science and Technology
Policy in 2022 (White House Office of Science and Technology Policy, 2022). Assess-
ment policy should reinforce and, where necessary, expand on these guidelines to offer
criteria that are specific to assessment. These policy supports will be especially impor-
tant as vendors increasingly market Al-driven assessment products to educators. To
be sure, technological advances hold considerable promise in areas like embedded and
adaptive testing, or in deploying scenario-based performance tasks to assess complex
competencies such as collaborative problem-solving. We believe that over time, these
advances will become a central component in the conceptualization, development, and
implementation of balanced assessment systems. However, it is likely (perhaps predict-
able) that in the coming years, the rhetoric—and business—around Al will run far ahead
of the evidence needed for robust, sensible, and effective assessment policy. Decision
makers should be skeptical of short-term claims equating Al-driven automation with
inexpensive, easy access to universal, personalized tests, and particularly claims that
these new tests will automatically be culturally responsive, and thus more equitable
and valid—no evidence currently supports such claims.

Recognize the limits and risks of assessment policy and provide support for
navigating the politics. We noted the bluntness of policy as a lever for change earlier in
this chapter, so perhaps the most important recommendation is to recognize that policy
alone will be insufficient to achieve the vision of a balanced assessment system—and
that any policy carries potential benefits as well as risks. Measurement and assess-
ment are not the only mechanisms to achieve the goals of the public education system.
Moreover, while federal and state policy have an important role in creating condi-
tions conducive to balanced assessment systems, policy that is limited to assessment
is unlikely to result in significant changes to teaching and learning. Policy will need
to address the role of curriculum, professional development, and related supports for
balanced assessment.

Of course, policy and politics are deeply intertwined, and educators often find
themselves on the front lines of responding to political pushback related to curriculum,
instruction, and resources (Woo et al., 2023). Balanced assessment approaches could get
caught up in political firestorms, especially to the extent that they incorporate issues
that have become controversial, such as SEL or cultural or ethnic studies (Lampen,
2022; Schwartz, 2021). The rise and fall of the movement for accountability around
Opportunity to Learn Standards in the 1990s illustrates the complex interplay of values
and priorities of different groups that ultimately determines whether and how policy
takes hold (McDonnell, 1995).

Clear, multi-way communication and frequent engagement with stakeholders are
unlikely to eliminate partisan objections but could increase understanding and accep-
tance. Even in the absence of resistance related to specific curricular or instructional
issues, policy actors face challenges stemming from the fact that substantial improve-
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ment can take years rather than weeks or months—a timeframe that might be longer
than local or state legislators’ terms in office. School and district leaders in particular
need to understand how to communicate effectively about the nature of educational
change and to resist pressure for rapid results. It is also worth noting that the significant
impact of political actors on policy implementation reinforces the need for schools to
prepare the next generation of citizens—admittedly a long-term fix, but a critical one.

CONCLUSION

The ambitious vision of teaching, learning, and assessment described throughout
this volume will not be attainable without concerted and coordinated efforts on the
part of actors at all levels of the education system. Policies enacted at the federal, state,
and local levels are needed to provide crucial supports and leverage to promote this
type of systems change, but the same policies also carry risks of serious unintended
consequences that educators should anticipate and consider explicitly. Moreover, the
fast pace of technological and societal changes like the increasing presence of Al-driven
tools, and evolving conceptions of equitable teaching and learning, will require frequent
revisiting of assessment policies and practices in the coming years. Those who design
and enact policy, and those who respond to it, should draw on lessons from the policy
successes and challenges described throughout this volume, both in the United States
and internationally, while adopting a collaborative approach and engaging in frequent
monitoring and updating of policies to help steer the system in a direction that will
benefit all learners.
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