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Overview
While K-12 students take many kinds of assessments (also called tests) for different purposes, the statewide standardized 
assessments used as part of annual federal accountability for schools often receive the greatest public scrutiny. 

Statewide assessments measure what a student knows and can do. They are based on what schools are expected to 
teach for that grade level or content area within each state — and they can play a valuable role in improving education. 
Through comparable and consistent data, they allow decision-makers and educators to better understand how the 
education system is serving students, particularly historically marginalized students, including students of color, English 
learners, and students with disabilities. Test scores help educators identify students’ strengths and areas of needed 
support to guide changes in instruction, inform large-scale instructional decisions (for example, identifying gaps in 
a district’s curriculum), and measure how much a student has learned in a full academic year. These scores can also 
provide information about the effectiveness of instructional programs and other student supports to help state and 
district leaders and policymakers direct resources to schools and student populations.

Due to the complexity of assessment development and uncertainty around how scores are reported and can be used, 
statewide assessments can seem mysterious to some policymakers, educators, parents, students, and the general 
public. We developed six briefs to provide an overview of the test development process — from the initial stages of 
assessment design to the final process of scoring and reporting results — to help readers improve their understanding 
of how statewide assessments are developed and used. These briefs are organized by six topics:

1. What Statewide Assessments Are Designed to Measure
2. Ensuring That Assessments Accurately Measure Academic Standards
3. Developing High-Quality Assessments and Items
4. Ensuring Comparability Across Administrations
5. Making Assessments Accessible for Students With Disabilities and English Learners
6. Reporting Assessment Scores

WHAT ARE SUMMATIVE ASSESSMENTS?

Different tests have different purposes. State assessments are one type of summative assessment because they are 
administered to measure what a student has learned relative to what students should have been taught over the 
course of a school year. State summative assessments also can inform large-scale instructional decisions, such as 
identifying gaps in a district’s curriculum, and measuring how much a student has learned in a full academic year.  

While these briefs focus on statewide summative assessments, we also acknowledge the importance of other types 
of assessments that may be included in a state’s assessment system, including formative and interim assessments.1 

Note: Throughout the six briefs, we use the terms “test” and “assessment” interchangeably.
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What Statewide Assessments  
Are Designed to Measure
State standardized assessments measure students’ skills and knowledge relative to 
what students should have been taught during the school year. The scores are used to 
identify schools in need of assistance and can help provide information for school and 
district leaders to set goals or allocate resources to support instruction. 

Key Takeaways
• Through uniform assessment given to all students, statewide assessments measure what students 

know and can do relative to a state’s standards. 

• States must administer assessments annually in grades 3 to 8 and high school in math and English 
language arts and science in certain grade spans. States may also administer assessments in 
additional grade levels or content areas (e.g., social studies). 

• The scores are disaggregated by different student groups (e.g., race/ethnicity, gender, disability 
status) and publicly reported to provide key stakeholders a picture of how the education system is 
serving all students. Data are used to identify school needs and provide instructional information.

In K-12 education, statewide assessments measure students’ skills and knowledge of a set of state-approved academic 
content (called content standards) in specific subject areas (e.g., English language arts, math, and science). Statewide 
assessments are designed to be standardized, which refers to the consistency of the types of content a student sees 
on the assessment (e.g., whether algebra or geometry is included in a math assessment) and the testing conditions 
(e.g., whether assessments are timed or untimed, whether students can go backward and resubmit answers to items 
that were seen earlier in the assessment).2 Having uniform opportunities for students to demonstrate their knowledge 
and skills for the same content under the same testing conditions provides consistent data that policymakers, school 
boards, families, and educators may use to evaluate how well school systems are meeting the needs of individual 
students as well as groups of students. 

ACCOMMODATIONS

Each student taking the assessment should have equitable opportunities to demonstrate their knowledge and skills. 
Sometimes students’ testing experiences need to differ slightly due to specific needs or unique circumstances. 
Accordingly, states work with stakeholders to identify and provide an approved set of accommodations that certain 
students may receive during testing.3 For example, a student with a broken arm may receive the assistance of an adult 
to input their answers into a test booklet or online testing system.

#1 IN THE SERIES

3

http://bellwether.org


Demystifying Statewide Standardized Assessments:  
What Statewide Assessments Are Designed to Measure

Bellwether.org

What types of content are assessed? 

Statewide assessments are based on a state’s academic content standards,4 which define the academic material that 
students should have been taught, skills they should have developed, and tasks they should be able to complete in 
each grade level, in the areas of reading,5 math, and science.6 States maintain published standards on official websites 
so that the most updated versions are accessible to the public. 

What are the purposes of statewide assessments? 

Statewide assessments are primarily designed to serve as part of the accountability system that helps determine how 
to properly allocate resources and provide a level of transparency to the public. Under the Every Student Succeeds 
Act, states are required to administer these assessments in grades 3 to 8 and in high school in math and English 
language arts as well as science in certain grade spans.7 With a few exceptions, states must administer the same 
assessment to all students within the same grade level8 and ensure that at least 95% of students participate.9 Having 
students across the state take the same assessment allows comparisons across schools and across districts. States 
must publicly report scores for schools and districts and break out the scores for different student populations such 
as by race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, disability status, English proficiency, gender, and migrant status,10 giving 
policymakers detailed information to identify schools in need of support and improvement.11 This helps ensure that 
resources can be appropriately directed toward students and schools.

In addition to accountability, the scores have instructional value because they provide information about what students 
know and can do relative to the state’s content standards. At the individual level, educators can use the scores to 
determine if a student is meeting the state’s grade-level expectations. Schools can use the scores to make decisions to 
improve student learning outcomes. Scores also can be used to look at groups of students to see areas of strengths or 
needed support. For example, if reading informational texts needs improvement, the school may decide to purchase 
supplementary curriculum in that area.

Having uniform opportunities for students to demonstrate their 
knowledge and skills for the same content under the same testing 
conditions ... [evaluates] how well school systems are meeting the 

needs of individual students as well as groups of students. 
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Formative assessments are “a planned, ongoing process” that provide 
evidence of student learning to improve student outcomes. Formative 
assessments help educators design activities and instructional material to 
better align with student needs during learning. Interim assessments are 
another form of assessment that are administered periodically during the 
year and — depending on the assessment — can serve a formative function 
(i.e., for learning) or a summative function (i.e., to measure how much a 
student has learned). Formative Assessment for Students and Teachers 
(FAST) State Collaborative on Assessment and Student Standards, Revising 
the Definition of Formative Assessment, Council of Chief State School 
Officers, 2018, https://ccsso.org/sites/default/files/2018-06/Revising%20
the%20Definition%20of%20Formative%20Assessment.pdf.

See “Ensuring Comparability Across Administrations” brief for more detail 
about standardization.

See “Making Assessments Accessible for Students With Disabilities and 
English Learners” brief for more detail about accommodations.

State standards are designed to require uniform expectations for learning. 
The use of the word “standard” for both state standards and standardized 
tests is coincidence but also a reflection of the shared goal of uniformity.

Some states refer to their standards as English language arts/literacy to 
include writing and listening.

20 U.S.C. § 6311(b), https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/USCODE-
2010-title20/pdf/USCODE-2010-title20-chap70-subchapI-partA-subpart1-
sec6311.pdf.

Endnotes
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

Ibid.

Three exceptions in ESSA allow different assessments to be administered. 
A small percentage of students with significant cognitive disabilities 
participate by taking specially designed alternate assessments (ESSA 
§ 1111(b)(2)(E)). For students who take algebra in the eighth grade, 
the state may allow the student to take the high school end-of-course 
algebra assessment in eighth grade and then administer a more difficult 
assessment when the student is in high school (ESSA § 1111(b)(2)(C)). 
The other exception is if the state approves a district to use a locally 
selected, nationally recognized high school assessment instead of the state 
assessment (ESSA § 1111(b)(2)(H)). If a district opts to use the nationally 
recognized assessment, all schools within the district would administer the 
nationally recognized assessment. The state must also provide evidence 
of comparability to the state assessment so that scores can be compared 
across the state.

ESSA 20 U.S.C. § 6311(c)(4)(E), https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/
text/20/6311.

Ibid.

20 U.S.C. § 6311(b)(2), https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/20/6311. 
States may also have their own accountability system incorporating 
assessment scores in addition to the state’s federal accountability system.
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