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Glossary of  Terms

Comparability: Ability to compare scores across test 
forms and/or across time.

Computer adaptive testing: A system in which test 
items vary in difficulty or in content based on the 
student’s responses to earlier items, instead of all 
students receiving the same test items.

Growth measure: A means of answering questions 
about the student’s academic progress by using a 
student’s assessment data over different time periods.1

Items: The questions or tasks the students are asked to 
answer.2 

Performance levels: A label that classifies a test taker’s 
competency or proficiency in a particular content area. 
Often, states will use classifications such as “Below 
Basic,” “Proficient,” and “Advanced.”3 

Reliability: The consistency of scores.4 For instance, a 
test has high reliability if a student were to test again 
and receive roughly the same score.

Sampling: A process for selecting a smaller number of 
students to represent a larger student population.5

Subscores: Scores representing more specific 
information about a student’s knowledge, skills, and 
abilities in a particular area.6 For instance, “Integration 
of Knowledge and Ideas” may be a subscore within an 
English language arts (ELA) test. 

Testing window: The dates during which districts must 
administer an assessment. 

Validity: The degree to which evidence and theory 
support the interpretations of test scores for proposed 
uses of tests.7

MORE FROM BELLWETHER

For more on these terms, refer to Bellwether’s Demystifying Statewide Standardized Assessments series.8

http://bellwether.org
https://bellwether.org/publications/demystifying-standardized-assessments/
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Introduction
Since the passage of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) in 2002, each year across the country students in 
grades 3-8 and high school take their state’s standardized tests in math, reading, and, in certain grades, 
science.9 These tests, also known as statewide summative assessments, are designed to measure what a 
student has learned relative to their state’s grade-level standards.10 The scores are used in different, and 
sometimes overlapping, ways by different groups of people. 

For policymakers, the scores provide information about 
how well schools and districts serve students across a 
state so that the state can better direct resources and 
intervention efforts toward schools with the greatest 
need. For educators, the scores identify strengths or 
gaps in learning and inform adjustments to instructional 
programs moving forward. For families, the scores 
provide a useful indicator of their child’s learning, 
serving as an objective check against grades and 
report cards,11 as well as understanding their school’s 
performance.

Despite these use cases, there is growing concern about 
whether the value of data from statewide summative 
assessments outweighs the disadvantages, as seen 
in recent examples of assessment reform efforts 
overpromising and underdelivering. For instance, tests 
promising more instructional or parental relevance have 
regularly delivered scores far too late in a given school 
year to be useful.12 Tests promising less administrative 
burden have been cumbersome and confusing in the 
early years of implementation.13 And tests promising to 
spur improvement in student outcomes have done so 
indirectly or not at all.14 

Although conversations about changing summative 
assessments have been ongoing for years, now is an 
important time for policymakers and advocates to think 
through the goals and trade-offs associated with annual 
summative assessments (see Factors Contributing to the 
Call for Change). 

Today, two broad goals for assessment reform have 
emerged among policymakers, advocates, families, 
and educators as the most important: 1) reducing the 
footprint of summative assessments and 2) increasing 
summative assessments’ instructional relevance.

•	 Advocates of reducing the testing footprint argue 
that because the summative assessments provide 
only high-level information, overall testing should 
be reduced — either by reducing testing time or 
by reducing other testing-related activities such as 
test preparation or educator administrative tasks. 
Some advocates’ interest in reducing the footprint 
of summative assessments is grounded in a more 
fundamental desire to deemphasize the use of 
standardized test scores in schools.  

•	 Advocates of increasing instructional relevance 
are interested in redesigning assessments to 
better support instruction. By structuring tests as 
opportunities for intervention or progress checks, 
teachers and families can access information before 
an end-of-year look back. Some proponents also 
hope that more instructionally relevant state tests 
could encourage more effective curricular choices 
and supplant the interim assessments districts often 
choose to purchase.

Many stakeholders would like to achieve both these 
goals; however, there are tensions that may make success 
on both counts unlikely. But several possible assessment 
models could advance each goal. Some are federally 
allowable for states now; some would require changes in 
federal law to be fully feasible.

http://bellwether.org
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The Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA)
Reauthorization of ESEA, overdue as of school year (SY) 2020-21, has prompted advocates and education leaders 
to think about what might come next,15 although it is unclear when Congress might take action.16 

Erosion of the Bipartisan Coalition
Reauthorization may be challenging due to the erosion of the bipartisan coalition at the state and federal levels in 
favor of mandated statewide summative assessments.17 This has manifested in state lawmakers across a variety of 
political contexts exploring ways to reduce time and emphasis on standardized tests.18  

•	 Some Democrats think standardized tests do not accurately represent students’ aptitude and thus may 
perpetuate and deepen inequities, and believe tests put unfair pressures on overburdened teachers, 
students, and school systems.19  

•	 Some Republicans are less enthusiastic about accountability than their predecessors20 or have critiqued 
mandated testing as federal overreach.21

The Innovative Assessment Demonstration Authority (IADA)
A current federal mechanism for innovation — IADA — has produced disappointing results.22 So far, of the 
seven state participants pursuing ideas such as performance assessment and through-year assessment, only 
North Carolina has transitioned to permanent statewide implementation in the timeline required by IADA, and 
the changes remain optional for K-12 schools.23 In a November 2023 letter, the U.S. secretary of education 
announced changes to IADA meant to make it more attractive and feasible for states.24 

COVID-19 Pandemic
In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, education leaders at the federal, state, and local levels want to 
understand learning loss and support accelerated learning with accurate data. At the same time, disruptions in 
accountability and assessments due to students not testing during SY19-2025 and incomplete testing in SY20-2126 
prompted many states to rethink their assessment systems27 and consider different approaches to calculating 
growth.28 

Curricular Reform and Supplemental Learning Efforts by States
There are parallel efforts by states to support stronger educational outcomes via higher-quality, research-backed 
curricula and new approaches to maximize and supplement learning time (e.g., tutoring).29 These trends fuel 
a desire for more timely and sophisticated measures of student learning to concretely support and inform 
instructional practice. 

Factors Contributing to the Call for Change
Momentum is building in many individual states and on a national level to rethink state summative assessments. 
This momentum is influenced by several overlapping factors.

http://bellwether.org
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Despite the limitations of current summative 
assessments, the scores serve as an important 
foundation of accountability systems, state goal setting, 
and public transparency. Advocates and policymakers 
need to understand what they may gain and what they 
may lose, as well as the policy changes necessary when 
considering potential shifts in assessments. 

This report — informed by literature reviews, previous 
work on assessments,30 experience as state assessment 
staff, and conversations with assessment experts 
across the country — is designed to help advocates 
who support educational equity and policymakers 
understand the different models and their associated 
trade-offs, the potential impact on historically 
marginalized students (e.g., students of color, students 
with disabilities, English learners (ELs), and economically 
disadvantaged students), and necessary changes to law 
or U.S. Department of Education guidance (Sidebar 1). 
It concludes with a set of federal and state policy and 
advocacy recommendations to enable change so that 
summative assessments can better address the needs of 
policymakers, educators, families, and students. 

SIDEBAR 1

The federal Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) 
requires that state assessment programs undergo 
a peer review where technical experts identified by 
the U.S. Department of Education review and give 
feedback on the state assessment system’s technical 
quality, including alignment to state standards, 
overall design and validity, inclusion of all students, 
and reporting capabilities (Appendix A). 

The criteria set out in the peer review guidance 
build upon ESSA requirements and are consistent 
with relevant sections of the professional standards 
for assessments, Standards for Educational and 
Psychological Testing.31 In some cases, new 
assessment models would require changes in peer 
review guidance, but not necessarily law.

What Is Peer Review?

Although conversations about 
changing summative assessments 
have been ongoing for years, now is 
an important time for policymakers 
and advocates to think through the 
goals and trade-offs associated with 
annual summative assessments. 

http://bellwether.org
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Background and Assumptions
This report’s comparison of alternative summative assessment models makes two assumptions about 
how the test scores will continue to be used:  

1.	 Produce valid, reliable, and comparable scores to track state-, district-, and school-level 
performance and identify schools with low performance. 

2.	 Produce scores that can be disaggregated by student groups, including by socioeconomic 
status, race and ethnicity, and special education and EL status.

These assumptions are made because these are the minimum requirements to identify low-performing schools 
and have transparency around the performance of historically marginalized student groups (e.g., students of 
color, students with disabilities, ELs, and economically disadvantaged students). ESSA’s requirement that states 
disaggregate and publicly report data for these student groups32 has been critical in highlighting equity gaps in 
student learning and for the school improvement process.33 

The following two sections analyze two policy goals for changing state summative assessments along with 
assessment models that could address each goal (Table). Each model includes: 1) an overview of its key features, 
2) why states and stakeholders may be interested, 3) what may be gained or lost in making a change, 4) what is 
unknown, and 5) what changes may be needed in ESSA or peer review guidance to facilitate the model’s use. 

TABLE: POLICY GOALS AND POTENTIAL ASSESSMENT MODELS TO MEET THE GOALS

Policy Goal Assessment Model Approaches

1. Reduce Testing Footprint

1.	 Reducing Test Length
2.	 Matrix Sampling of Items
3.	 Sampling of Students
4.	 Grade-Band Testing

2. Improve Instructional Relevance 1.	 Performance Assessment
2.	 Through-Year Assessment

http://bellwether.org
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Grade Levels and Content Areas
ESSA requires that schools test all students in grades 3-8 and high school for ELA and mathematics as well as in 
elementary, middle school, and high school for science.34 

Administration Mode
All states except Tennessee administer the assessments on a computer, with paper and pencil allowed as an option in 
limited circumstances.35 

Length
Total testing times typically range from 4 to 8 hours for younger students, with slightly longer tests in later grades 
(Appendix B). Tests are often administered in two to four shorter sessions over a few days. Many are untimed, with a wide 
range of actual testing time for individual students.

Time of Year
Each school year, testing typically takes place between March and May.36

Reporting
ESSA requires that the assessments produce individual student scores that can be aggregated to the school, local 
educational agency, and state and disaggregated by subgroup.37 Schools must provide families with their students’ scores 
and provide them in an accessible manner (e.g., Braille or native language) when needed.38 

How quickly families and schools receive the scores varies by state. Although some states have the technical capabilities 
to produce scores quickly, often states do not report scores until the summer or fall after a spring test. For instance, the 
Florida Assessment of Student Thinking system provides scores within 24 hours of testing in a parent portal,39 whereas in 
Washington State, schools receive a student’s test score within a few weeks of the student testing, but families may not 
receive a score report until September.40 

Cost to States
On average, $24-$25 per student for ELA and math.41 

How the Scores Are Used
In addition to using scores for federal and state school accountability and public reporting, states use summative scores 
in a variety of other ways: Some use scores as a high school graduation requirement;42 some for promotion to the next 
grade;43 some for teacher evaluation;44 and some for charter school (re)authorization.45 

Districts and schools also use the scores in various ways. For instance, districts may use the scores to help inform higher-
level instructional decisions, like identifying gaps in a district’s curriculum46 or, in conjunction with other data, for purposes 
such as informing a student’s course placement or need for remediation.47

The State Summative Assessment Status Quo
To assess potential changes, it is useful to understand what an “average” state summative assessment looks like today. This 
is particularly helpful as many states have substantially changed their tests in the last 10 years, in some cases multiple times. 

http://bellwether.org
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Policy Goal 1: Reduce Testing Footprint
Among some stakeholders (e.g., families, students, teachers, school leaders, and advocates), there is a 
concern that state tests take up a disproportionate amount of learning time for the value the information 
delivers. Although total testing time for summative assessments usually takes up only a day or two of 
the 180 days in a typical school year for an individual student, several factors can make testing seem 
burdensome and disruptive: 

•	 Long windows for testing and associated administrative tasks, which might disrupt normal schedules 
and school activities.48 

•	 Conflation of state tests with additional tests chosen by a district.49 
•	 Longer tests in the past.50 
•	 Perception of time spent on test prep, discussions about testing, or ways in which testing may shape 

the content taught throughout the year.51 
•	 Stress on teachers, students, and school leaders associated with the tests and their uses.52

For some stakeholders, however, the goal is not just 
to cut down the time and effort surrounding testing 
but to reduce the emphasis on standardized testing in 
general and to limit the use of tests for decision-making 
around school accountability ratings, student promotion, 
and teacher evaluation, among others. Some of this 
sentiment comes from a concern that the systemwide 
emphasis on test scores has distorting or deleterious 
effects on student learning, as well as student and 
teacher well-being.53 State tests with a reduced footprint 
that fulfill the assumptions of tracking school-level 
performance and producing data for student groups 
would mostly function as a check on the system, 
with less emphasis on individual student or teacher 
performance.

For Policy Goal 1, four approaches can help reduce a 
given state’s summative assessment footprint — each 
with its own opportunities, challenges, and risks.

1.	 Reducing Test Length
2.	 Matrix Sampling of Items
3.	 Sampling of Students
4.	 Grade-Band Testing

APPROACH 1 

Reducing Test Length

Reducing the overall test length involves reducing the 
number of items on the test while maintaining the core 
goals of testing.

States and stakeholders are interested in this option, 
as it continues to serve as a check on the system and 
provides transparency but with less instructional time 
devoted to testing. However, most states already aim 
to have the shortest test possible that will produce the 
data they need to comply with federal and state law.

Gains

Testing Time: This may moderately reduce testing 
time, potentially freeing up more time for instruction.54 
The amount of time reduced will depend on the type 
and quality of information the state wants to receive. 
For instance, in the early 2000s, the administration 
time for the Iowa Test of Basic Skills survey battery — 
a shortened version of the full assessment producing 
reading, language, and math scores without subscores 

http://bellwether.org
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— was 90 minutes.55 During the NCLB era, more than 
85% of state-developed tests took less than 3 hours to 
complete, with nearly 30% taking less than an hour and 
a half.56 These early 2000s tests may not have included 
any complex writing tasks and had time limits such that 
students would need an accommodation to receive 
extended time.57 Under ESSA, in alignment with revised 
state standards, many states introduced more complex 
(and time-intensive) item types to assess skills at a 
deeper level and adopted untimed assessments with 
lengthier test windows. 

Administrative: This may give districts more schedule 
flexibility.58 For instance, if test session lengths were 
short enough to fit within a class period, it might be less 
disruptive to the school day. 

Losses

Precision: With fewer items, the scores will be less 
reliable.59 This means all those who use the scores will 
be less sure whether the score accurately captures 
performance against state standards. Reduced reliability 
also limits the number of performance levels a state can 
support (e.g., Advanced, Proficient, or Below Basic), 
as there may be too much inconsistency to support 
performance levels beyond the three required by 
ESSA.60 Less precision may also make it more difficult 
to accurately measure the knowledge and skills of 
high- and low-performing students because there are 
fewer opportunities to ask questions of greater or 
lesser difficulty. Computer adaptive testing could help 
improve some precision for high- and low-achieving 
students61 but would not fully address the challenge 
given that the test would need to collect a certain 
amount of information about a student’s performance 
before showing the student more challenging or easier 
items.

Reporting: A shortened test likely cannot support 
subscores, such as a writing subscore on an ELA test,62 
and, as noted earlier, may result in fewer performance 
levels.

Equity: Less information on specific strands of 
standards might mask inequities and achievement 
gaps.63 For example, states that eliminate writing 
sections of ELA exams to reduce test time may not yield 
data to reveal a systemic challenge in writing instruction 
for a particular subgroup of students.

Through-Year
Assessment

Performance  
Assessment

Grade-Band  
Testing

Sampling  
of Students

Matrix Sampling  
of Items 

Reducing 
Test Length

APPROACHES

http://bellwether.org
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Risks and Unknowns

Administrative: It may be that the greater time burdens 
of the summative assessment are the administrative 
tasks associated with testing. The demands of a secure 
and consistent test experience change the normal 
operations of a school day throughout the test period. 
This would not be fully addressed by slightly shortening 
the tests.

Testing Time: Most states already work to make tests 
as short as possible to cover the content required, and 
there simply may not be much more room to shave 
down testing time without substantial cuts in content or 
student performance data. 

Emphasis on Different Standards: If the test is 
shortened by omitting particular standards, such as 
writing or critical thinking, it could encourage teachers 
to omit or deemphasize parts of the standards and 
curricula that are not tested. This is already a concern 
in current summative assessments, with speaking and 
listening standards typically not being assessed and 
potentially being underemphasized as a result.64 

Changes Needed in ESSA or Peer Review 
Guidance

Given that assessments are already brief in relation to 
the content covered, substantially reducing the test 
length may require multiple changes to ESSA as part of 
a reauthorized ESEA.

First, federal law might need to loosen the required 
alignment between the tests and state standards. ESSA 
does not require that a state test all the knowledge and 
skills covered within the standards each year, but over 
multiple years the assessment should cover all of the 
knowledge and skills represented in the standards.65 
ESSA also allows states to test ELA or reading, such 
that states could omit standards associated with ELA 
to reduce test length.66 Even with those provisions, the 
next ESEA reauthorization may need to further relax 

the requirement to cover the “breadth and depth” of 
the state’s content standards, as it would be difficult for 
a shorter assessment to fully cover a state’s standards 
without narrowing the standards themselves.

A second change is to the reporting structure. By 
reducing the number of required performance levels 
from three to two (proficient or not), a reauthorized 
ESEA could allow for a smaller number of items. 

A third change is to ESSA’s diagnostic requirement, 
which requires that scores allow “parents and educators 
to understand specific academic needs of students.”67  
A shortened test would not provide sufficient content to 
understand specific student needs, so this requirement 
would need to be eliminated.68 

Finally, the peer review guidance requires the 
assessment to be “adequately precise” across a full 
range of performance, including for “high- and low-
achieving students.”69 Because the focus of a shortened 
test would be to identify whether students are proficient 
or not proficient according to the grade-level standards, 
there would not be room for much information on 
either extreme of the score scale. This requirement may, 
therefore, need to be eliminated. 

Given that assessments are already 
brief in relation to the content 
covered, substantially reducing the 
test length may require multiple 
changes to ESSA as part of a 
reauthorized ESEA.

Through-Year
Assessment

Performance  
Assessment

Grade-Band  
Testing

Sampling  
of Students

Matrix Sampling  
of Items 

Reducing 
Test Length

APPROACHES

http://bellwether.org
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APPROACH 2

Matrix Sampling of Items

Matrix sampling of items is a model to “efficiently test 
a large amount of content and skills by distributing only 
a small subset of test questions to each student.”70 This 
means that individual students might not be tested on 
the entirety of the grade-level standards, but collective 
scores could roll up to the school level to cover them.

There are different ways to design a matrix-sampled 
test. In one design, all items are randomly assigned 
to students. For example, the test developer could 
divide a test into 10 parts and randomly assign students 
to one of the 10 parts. Partial matrix sampling is 
another design where every student is assessed on a 
minimum core of the standards, and deeper strands 
are randomized; for example, half of the items are the 
same for all students, and the other half of the items are 
randomly assigned (i.e., matrix sampled).

States and other stakeholders are interested in 
matrix sampling of items because it could allow 
for substantially shorter testing time for individual 
students while the schools still receive a similar level of 
information at the classroom or grade level to support 
higher-level instructional planning.71 This model would 
be similar in some respects to the National Assessment 
of Educational Progress (NAEP), which uses a matrix-
sampled design,72 or might be perceived similarly to 
computer adaptive testing, which many states already 
use, where students receive different questions based 
on earlier responses to pinpoint performance.73 

Gains

Testing Time: Matrix sampling of items may 
substantially reduce testing time, as students would be 
tested on only a portion of the content.74 For example, 
NAEP’s total administration time, including the time for 
students to leave class and set up for testing, takes no 
longer than 90 minutes.75 Testing times may be longer 
for partial matrix sampling to ensure there is enough 
content for students to receive a score. 

Reporting: Compared with other alternative models 
to reduce the testing footprint, there is a potential 
for a robust measure of proficiency at the school level 
because the breadth of content is still covered across all 
of the students testing. 

Losses

Individual Student Score: If the state used a full matrix 
sampling approach, students, educators, and families 
would not receive a score for individual students. 
Instead, the assessment would produce only a school 
score that could be used for school accountability 
and high-level instructional decisions. This could be 
problematic for states that use the tests for promotion 
and graduation decisions.76 And it would be especially 
problematic for families, and for student motivation, if 
they receive no individual information or feedback in 
return for the time and effort spent testing. We should 
note that, for some, the lack of a student score could 
be a benefit by reducing the pressure and emphasis on 
testing.

A partial matrix sampling could allow for individual 
student scores.

Precision: With a partial matrix sampling approach, 
the reliability of individual student scores and scores 
for smaller student groups or classrooms will be 
substantially lower.77 

Instructional Use: A complaint about the current 
testing system is that scores are not sufficiently useful 
to inform school and educator planning. Switching to a 
matrix sample may contribute to less instructional usage 
than current tests if individual reports are less reliable 
and less detailed or absent altogether.

Risks and Unknowns

Reporting: If a state uses a partial matrix design, the 
state may report only the common items to be able 
to have a comparison of student performance. The 
disadvantage of this approach is that individual students 
would not receive any feedback from a substantial 
portion of the test they took. It also would not support 
subscores at the student level. 

Through-Year
Assessment

Performance  
Assessment

Grade-Band  
Testing

Sampling  
of Students

Matrix Sampling  
of Items 

Reducing 
Test Length

APPROACHES
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Changes Needed in ESSA or Peer Review 
Guidance

The changes needed in the next ESEA reauthorization 
will depend on the type of matrix sampling design.

If the state uses a full matrix sampling design, the law 
must be updated to remove any mention of individual 
student scores, including item analysis, diagnostic 
information, and individual score reporting to families.
If the state uses the partial matrix sampling design with 
the student score based on the common items, it could 
be treated similarly to the reduced test length model, 
where a reauthorized ESEA may require changes in 
the areas of alignment, performance levels, diagnostic 
information, and precision across the full performance 
continuum.

If the state opted to use a partial matrix design with the 
score based on all items, there would likely be concerns 
about comparability because students would not have 
tested on the same standards.78 Language related to 
comparability in a reauthorized ESEA and peer review 
would need to be adjusted to require comparable 
school scores but not student scores.

If the state uses a full matrix 
sampling design, the law must be 
updated to remove any mention of 
individual student scores, including 
item analysis, diagnostic information, 
and individual score reporting to 
families.

Through-Year
Assessment

Performance  
Assessment

Grade-Band  
Testing

Sampling  
of Students

Matrix Sampling  
of Items 

Reducing 
Test Length

APPROACHES
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APPROACH 3

Sampling of Students

Sampling of students is where students are randomly 
selected to take the assessment. The number of 
students selected will vary depending on the size of 
the grade, school, and student groups.79 Typically, 
this model would be adopted in tandem with matrix 
sampling of items, but the impact of student sampling 
would be different in several ways. 

States and stakeholders are interested in this model 
to reduce the number of students required to test 
while still having a measure of school performance. 
The model is familiar to the way that NAEP samples 
students.80 

Gains

Testing Time: Testing is reduced or eliminated for some 
students while continuing to generate an indicator of 
school performance.

Losses

Individual Student Score: Students, educators, and 
families likely would not receive a score for individual 
students. Instead, like the fully matrix-sampled test, 
the assessment would produce only a school score that 
could be used for school accountability and high-level 
instructional decisions. 

Administrative: Schools would likely continue to 
suspend instruction during test time so that the 
students selected for testing did not miss key content. 
Because of this, instructional time may be equally lost as 
if all students were testing.

Precision: The fewer students who test, the less reliable 
the school score will be.81 

Risks and Unknowns

Equity: To have a reliable measure, there may be a 
heavier testing burden on smaller schools and smaller 
student groups, requiring greater proportions of 
students in those groups to test. As part of the process 
of identifying schools for targeted support under ESSA, 
the state sets certain business rules, including the 
minimum number of students needed for a subscore 
to be reported or an achievement gap to be identified. 
These minimums range from 10 to 30 students.82 
To meet these minimums, small schools and smaller 
student groups may need to test nearly all students 
in each grade to indicate how each grade level is 
performing. The differential testing burden may result 
in pushback from families and teachers about who is 
selected to test. This model may also place additional 
pressure on the students selected for testing.

Changes Needed in ESSA or Peer Review 
Guidance

Sampling of students is not currently allowed and would 
require multiple changes within a reauthorized ESEA. 
The most important change would be removing the 
requirement that all students test and replacing it with 
language allowing states to use a stratified random 
sample for testing,83 if schools can still publicly report 
subgroup data.

The law would also need to be updated to remove any 
mention of individual student scores, including item 
analysis, diagnostic information, and individual score 
reporting to families.

Through-Year
Assessment

Performance  
Assessment

Grade-Band  
Testing

Sampling  
of Students

Matrix Sampling  
of Items 

Reducing 
Test Length

APPROACHES
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APPROACH 4

Grade-Band Testing

This model would reduce the grades in which tests are 
given. Some examples include the following:

•	 Testing only one subject per grade (e.g., ELA in 
grade 3 and math in grade 4).

•	 Testing every other year.
•	 Testing once in elementary, middle, and high school 

(e.g., ELA and math in grades 5, 8, and 10). 

Interviewees noted that states may not be considering 
grade-band testing as an option because it is not 
allowed in ESSA. But it is currently in practice in various 
ways, including science and high school testing as part 
of ESSA,84 state social studies assessments, the structure 
of NAEP,85 and it was the norm in states before NCLB.86 

Gains

Testing Time: Students would spend less time testing 
during their K-12 experience.

Losses

Annual Progress Measures: Schools would no longer 
have a yearly measure of performance in each grade 
and subject area. For example, schools would not have 
a yearly measure of grade 3 and grade 4 math.

Student Growth: Not having annual testing would 
make growth calculations more difficult, particularly 
where high student mobility results in missing 
test scores. Year-over-year growth is a key part of 
many states’ accountability systems,87 in addition 
to proficiency, and is less associated with individual 
student characteristics.88 

Equity: As noted earlier, the state sets the minimum 
number of students needed for a subscore to be 
reported or an achievement gap to be identified. Fewer 
students testing increases the potential for missing 

data, especially for smaller groups of students, as there 
may not be enough students to publicly report results.89 
Testing every other year could potentially support 
determinations like the current system, but states would 
need to adjust other variables in their accountability 
systems.90 Likewise, if a state is unable to include growth 
measures within the accountability system, it increases 
the likelihood that a school is designated as low-
performing due to student background characteristics, 
which are more closely related to the test scores (i.e., 
students from higher-income families tend to have 
higher test scores), instead of the school’s quality.91 

Risks and Unknowns

Teacher Assigment: Testing fewer grade levels could 
skew teacher assignments. The strongest teachers may 
be more likely to be assigned to tested classrooms.92 
These staffing dynamics are already problematic for  
non-tested grades and subjects such as elementary 
grades K-2.93

Emphasis on Different Standards: Standards-based 
reform and associated assessments can be advantageous 
in helping teachers focus on the standards. For example, 
in Colorado under NCLB, teachers reported a greater 
schoolwide emphasis on writing in response to the law.94 
However, the testing of grade-level standards might 
overly concentrate testing pressure in a few grades and 
harmfully deemphasize standards in other grades.95 

Changes Needed in ESSA or Peer Review 
Guidance

As mentioned, grade-band testing for ELA and math is 
not currently allowed in ESSA. For it to be allowable, the 
ESEA reauthorization would need to adjust the grade 
levels and content areas tested. States would also need 
to consider how to update proficiency goals and how (if 
at all) to measure and incorporate growth in how they 
set goals and identify schools in need of support.
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Many stakeholders want to see greater instructional relevance from state summative assessments. Some 
educators simply do not find much utility in test data96 and distrust that the tests accurately measure the 
state’s standards.97 The use case for individual teachers is limited: By the time the state summative test 
scores come back (often the following school year), it is too late for teachers to make changes at either 
the class or individual level. Having information earlier in the year could allow schools and educators to 
provide remediation.

Policy Goal 2: Improve Instructional
Relevance

States also want the earlier information to be high 
quality and aligned with state standards. Districts often 
use commercially developed interim assessments, but 
little public information is available to evaluate quality.98 
A state-developed tool provides additional confidence 
about the technical quality and interpretations. More 
importantly, the state can provide resources to support 
teachers in appropriately using the data.99 

Another factor driving the interest in instructional 
relevance may be the emphasis on curricular quality in 
recent years (Sidebar 2). Historically, curricular decisions 
have been left to districts. States see the potential 
positive impact of a high-quality and more consistent 
curriculum on student outcomes and are trying to 
incentivize or force districts in that direction.100 Aligning 
state tests more closely to vetted curricula could be a 
powerful lever to shift instructional practice, creating a 
clear loop of feedback between what is happening in 
the classroom and what is assessed by the state.

For Policy Goal 2, two approaches can help reduce 
a given state’s summative assessment footprint — 
each with its own set of opportunities, challenges, 
and risks.

1.	 Performance Assessment
2.	 Through-Year Assessment

APPROACH 1 

Performance Assessment

Performance assessments are multistep activities where 
“students are asked to produce a product or carry out a 
performance (e.g., a musical performance) that is scored 
according to prespecified criteria, typically contained in 
a scoring guide or rubric.”101 

Performance tasks can be relatively brief. For 
example, the Smarter Balanced assessment includes a 
performance task for ELA and literacy involving targeted 
research and writing; for math, it allows students 
to demonstrate problem-solving, communicating 
reasoning, and modeling and data analysis.102 Other 
states often include open-ended writing tasks.

The performance-based assessments discussed here 
are composed solely of performance tasks administered 
throughout the school year and aligned to clear learning 
targets.103 

State policymakers and other stakeholders are 
interested in performance assessments for several 
reasons. One is because the assessment can signal a 
preferred type of instruction. As teachers may look 
to the state’s assessment for an indicator of what 
instruction should look like, performance assessments 
may help to signal richer, more interactive classroom 
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SIDEBAR 2

In order for tests to be relevant to everyday 
instruction, there should be close alignment 
between a curriculum and an assessment so that 
students are tested on material they have recently 
been taught. This implies that instructionally 
relevant assessments depend on states having 
greater control and consistency in curriculum. For 
example, a state test might ask students questions 
about a book they all had read and discussed 
recently in class, rather than an excerpt of an 
unfamiliar text. 

There are potential drawbacks to closely aligning 
state tests and classroom curricula. Tying 
assessments to specific curricula in this way may 
not adequately measure a student’s ability to 
transfer learning in new situations (i.e., ability to 
comprehend a new text), such that states may need 
to include additional items based on unfamiliar 
texts, and might constrain the ability of schools 
to experiment with more innovative curricula or 
instructional models. 

Additionally, if a state ties an assessment to specific 
curricula but otherwise does not require districts 
to use the curricula or provide the resources for 
purchase and implementation, it may disadvantage 
districts that do not have access to high-quality 
curricula, coaching, and implementation assistance 
(by choice or by lack of resources). Given districts’ 
historically high level of control around curricular 
choices, state intervention into curriculum via 
testing may generate strong political pushback.

Tension in Curriculum Alignment May Limit the 
Adoption of Instructionally Relevant Assessments

tasks.104 Another is because performance assessments 
can measure standards that are difficult to assess 
through traditional tests, such as speaking, research, 
or higher-order thinking skills.105 They also embed 
teacher professional development within the design and 
scoring, which may increase general assessment literacy 
and use of the data.106 

Gains

Higher-Order Tasks: Performance assessments have 
the potential to measure more cognitively complex skills 
better than other assessments.

Integration of Content Areas: Performance 
assessments have the potential to measure performance 
in more than one subject area instead of the current 
model of separating content areas.107 For example, 
math could be integrated into a science lab task.

Educator Interest: Teachers might see greater value in 
the assessment and be more likely to use the data.108 

Losses

Administration: If testing every student at every grade, 
then the logistical burden and cost is high, particularly 
given the time for teacher training to be able to 
administer the assessments.109 

Testing Time: Performance assessments can lead to 
greater testing time, even if testing just one grade 
level.110 

Precision: Performance assessments can lead to lower 
reliability for student scores because of the complexity 
of scoring unless additional multiple-choice items are 
added to create a hybrid test.111 

Reporting: Performance assessments can lead to longer 
score reporting times due to the complexity of the test 
and scoring where student performance is measured 
against a rubric,112 although various researchers and 
vendors are seeking to solve this challenge through 
technology-driven scoring methods.113 
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Equity: There are two equity concerns with 
performance assessment, both related to teacher 
involvement within the assessments. Given the 
considerable amount of training required to properly 
administer the assessments, there is a concern 
that schools with high proportions of economically 
disadvantaged students, which are more likely to have 
less-experienced teachers, will perform poorly because 
of the lack of teacher experience needed to administer 
and prepare students for the assessments.114 Another 
concern is consistency in accommodations for students 
with disabilities.115 

Risks and Unknowns

Validity: If the assessments are not properly 
administered or scored,116 there is a greater chance 
to affect the validity of the score.117 This means there 
is less evidence to support the score as an accurate 
measure of the student’s knowledge and skills.

Local Control: Performance assessments are heavily 
curriculum-based, which could affect implementation 
and scores if the timing of the assessment is out of step 
with when information is taught.118 

Changes Needed in ESSA or Peer Review 
Guidance

Performance assessments are allowable under ESSA 
but are difficult and expensive to implement while 
also meeting the technical requirements required 
for accountability, including reliability, validity, and 
alignment with the standards. 

The changes needed in ESSA or peer review to facilitate 
the use of performance assessments would likely be 
extensive and compromise on the minimum assessment 
principles (i.e., a valid, reliable, and comparable score 
able to be disaggregated by student group).

Through-Year
Assessment

Performance  
Assessment

Grade-Band  
Testing

Sampling  
of Students

Matrix Sampling  
of Items 

Reducing 
Test Length

APPROACHES

http://bellwether.org


Bellwether.org19 Multiple Choices: Weighing Updates to State Summative Assessments

APPROACH 2 

Through-Year Assessment

Through-year assessments replace one end-of-year 
assessment with multiple test events throughout 
the year. The most common design is three test 
events a school year, but at least one state (Montana) 
is exploring a design with as many as five testing 
windows. Each testing window includes multiple brief 
testing events designed to measure a smaller number 
of standards per test. Most through-year assessment 
designs aspire to test all standards at least once at 
points throughout the year, eliminating the need for a 
summative test covering all standards at the end of  
the year.119 

Although the original concept of through-year 
assessment was to use the multiple test events to 
produce a single summative score, to date, most states 
are using only the final test in the series to produce 
a proficiency score.120 Given the general shift in 
systems, these are often still considered a through-year 
assessment, as the scores from throughout the year 
could contribute to a single summative score.121 

State policymakers and other stakeholders are 
interested in through-year assessments for a few 
reasons.122 The first is the opportunity to provide 
more frequent feedback to students, families, and 
educators. Data earlier in the year may allow for earlier 
interventions. Second, state policymakers are interested 
in reducing the overall testing by supplanting district 
interim assessments. The state interims may offer 
closer alignment to state standards than commercially 
available or district-created interims.

Finally, state policymakers are interested in through-
year assessments’ ability to produce different kinds of 
growth indicators. Because of student mobility or the 
lack of an assessment in the prior grade, states may 
be unable to calculate a year-to-year growth score for 
all students. By having an assessment at the beginning 
of the year, state policymakers can create growth 
scores for more students within the state and better 
approximate what a student has learned during the 
school year.

Gains

Opportunity for Student Remediation: There are 
anecdotal reports that some teachers and schools are 
providing remediation based on earlier test scores, but 
more research is needed to understand how widespread 
the practice is as well as what interventions are being 
used and their effectiveness.124 

Opportunity for State Intervention: A uniform 
measure of progress throughout the year may allow 
states to target resources and interventions to 
struggling schools or districts during the year instead of 
the following year.

Within-Year Growth: Some contend that the through-
year model could produce useful new measures of 
growth by seeing how much students know at the 
beginning of the year compared with the end. Others 
contend that some through-year models measure a 
student’s opportunity to learn the content because 
students have not always been taught the material 
before testing. This creates a challenge in interpreting 
the growth measures.125 

Curriculum Choices and Educator Planning: Many 
through-year models require teachers to be thoughtful 
about when the standards are taught and tested 
throughout the school year. This could promote 
the adoption of higher-quality curricula and greater 
educator planning throughout the year to ensure all 
standards are covered.

Losses

Administration: More testing times per year requires 
more administrative resources at both the state and the 
local level.

Research on the implementation of through-year 
assessment is still in the early stages. Because the 
information is limited and there are a variety of  
potentially important design choices under the  
through-year banner, this model has more uncertainties.123 
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Testing Time: In a through-year assessment model, 
overall testing time would likely increase, particularly 
if the state allows for retesting of previously assessed 
standards or if districts continue to administer separate 
interim assessments.126 

Comparability: To date, there is no agreed-upon 
standard for rolling up the test events into a single, 
comparable score.127 Comparability is a challenge 
because of the timing of proficiency determinations. 
For instance, if a student reaches proficiency in the fall, 
would that score have the same meaning as that of a 
student who reaches proficiency in the spring? Similarly, 
if a student retests on the standards throughout the 
year, would the student’s score have the same meaning 
as that of a student who does not retest?

Equity: Increased interruption to the school day with 
additional testing events can be disruptive, particularly 
to students with disabilities.128 Another challenge is 
student mobility. Highly mobile students moving among 
districts or states would be unlikely to have the same 
test experience or opportunity for instruction as their 
peers.

Risks and Unknowns

Increased Emphasis on Testing: Through-year 
assessments are designed to influence instruction 
more directly, creating a more frequent feedback loop 
between tests and day-to-day instruction. This is in 
tension with many stakeholders’ desire to reduce the 
footprint of tests, and could create pushback from those 
who are skeptical of state tests in general. 

Instructional Use: Through-year assessments might 
not provide detailed enough information to inform 
instruction in the ways that many schools currently 
use homemade or off-the-shelf interim assessments. 
Most state through-year assessments are very similar 
to traditional end-of-year assessments and have similar 
technical features. For example, cost issues related to 
test security requirements mean that teachers would 
have limited visibility into the content of the questions 
a student got right or wrong, which is important for 
diagnosing areas of missed learning.129 

Changes Needed in ESSA or Peer Review 
Guidance

ESSA explicitly permits states to use multiple 
assessments throughout the year.130 However, certain 
elements, particularly in the peer review guidance, may 
make compliance more difficult for states.

As noted earlier, the biggest challenge is score 
comparability if the state tries to roll up the test events 
into a single score.131 The peer review guidance would 
need to update the requirements about multiple 
test forms to allow for states to show evidence of 
comparability for proficiency levels as opposed to 
comparability for particular student scores.132 

Test administration and security requirements within 
peer review would also need to be relaxed for the 
assessments to be maximally useful to educators. 
Teachers would likely want more specific information, 
such as test questions, to help guide instruction. 
Likewise, traditional test security practices, such as 
removing instructional content on walls, must be 
revisited for seamless integration into the classroom.

Research on the implementation of 
through-year assessment is still in the 
early stages. Because the information 
is limited and there are a variety of 
potentially important design choices 
under the through-year banner, this 
model has more uncertainties.  
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Other Areas of  Interest for States
There are a few other goals and ideas emerging in states that do not fit into the categories of 
reducing the footprint and increasing instructional relevance. These are less prevalent in current 
conversations, but they may be useful for advocates to consider.

Multiple State Assessments

IADA allows states to experiment with multiple tests, but states must eventually scale the innovative pilot to 
replace the statewide assessment. However, there may be promising innovations that are unlikely to be scalable 
statewide due to administrative or political barriers. For instance, in Louisiana, the state’s IADA through-year 
assessment is aligned with the Guidebooks 2.0 ELA curriculum, used in approximately 80% of Louisiana 
districts.133 Without requiring the remaining 20% of the districts to adopt the curriculum, it would be challenging 
for the state to require the assessment statewide. One proposal is to allow states, like Louisiana, to offer districts 
choices among multiple assessment systems, provided that the state finds a way to link or compare the two 
or more tests. The main barrier to this approach is that it is resource-heavy for states to maintain two testing 
programs, particularly when the state must provide evidence of comparability between the assessments.

Off-Grade-Level Items

ESSA requires that states test on-grade-level standards.134 Some states are interested in including off-grade-
level items on an assessment to better understand what an individual student knows and can do above or below 
grade level.135 States can technically include off-grade-level items, but those items cannot contribute to the 
student’s test score, making for a longer test. More off-grade-level items could diminish the usefulness of tests 
as a measure of student or school proficiency against grade level, which is of particular concern for advocates 
of students with disabilities,136 but could more precisely pinpoint student performance for some students, thus 
increasing instructional relevance. 

Competency-Based Assessments for High School

State summative assessments are limited to measuring proficiency in certain academic areas. More than a dozen 
states have developed a Portrait of a Graduate, which includes other competencies graduates should exhibit, 
such as creativity, communication, and working collaboratively.137 These competencies are important skills but are 
more difficult to measure than reading and math. States interested in creating competency-based assessments 
based on their Portrait of a Graduate likely would do so outside of ESSA accountability or in addition to the state 
summative assessment for reading and math. 

Workforce Readiness

States and federal policymakers are increasingly interested in work readiness skills. States are able to include 
measures of work readiness as an ESSA “other measure of school quality,”138 but there may be interest in 
supplementing traditional high school tests or college-readiness tests with workforce-readiness indicators.
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Culturally Relevant Assessments

The widely implemented best practice in state 
summative assessments is to eliminate any content that 
”differentially favors individuals from some subgroups 
over others” through reviews for potential bias and 
other steps in the test design process.139 But some 
researchers and experts argue that stripping out 
cultural specificity and responsiveness from test content 
advances a white-centric viewpoint to the detriment of 
students of color, ELs, and other test-takers.140 

Research is underway to better understand how cultural 
relevance affects student experience and test scores, 
positively or negatively. For example, a recent study 
examined students’ reactions to test items designed 
to highlight aspects of Black or Hispanic communities 
and cultures.141 State interest in making definite steps 
toward culturally relevant assessment has bubbled 
up in limited ways so far. For instance, items for the 
Montana through-year assessment prioritize Montana 
and Indigenous authors, aligned with the state’s “Indian 
Education for All” law.142 However, continued research 
is needed to understand how best to address cultural 
relevance in state summative assessments.

Some researchers and experts argue 
that stripping out cultural specificity 
and responsiveness from test content 
advances a white-centric viewpoint 
to the detriment of students of color, 
ELs, and other test-takers.
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Barriers to Change
As states explore revising their assessment systems, it is important to consider the ecosystem in which 
they make decisions and the barriers they face when enacting changes.

The first is the accountability context, which complicates changes to the state summative assessments.
There is a vast body of research literature about how perceived or real accountability consequences
change educator leader, teacher, and student behavior around the tests. The changes range from positive
behaviors, such as teaching the required standards143 and identifying students for remediation, to negative
behaviors, such as educator cheating144 or deemphasis on non-testing subjects.145

Accountability systems can also influence how educators and the public emotionally respond to the assessments. 
Distrust, particularly from educators,146 makes it harder to gather buy-in from the very people who need to use 
the results to achieve instructional usefulness. Given how accountability changes educator and student behavior, 
it may be impossible to have one test used for both accountability and day-to-day instructional purposes.

Another barrier is state capacity to implement change. State education agencies may not have sufficient 
resources to develop a new assessment system or guide districts and the public through a big change process, 
especially amid competing priorities and budgetary pressures. States are also constrained due to the test vendors 
that develop the assessments on the states’ behalf, as the vendors lack the incentive to innovate without a push 
from state buyers. Finally, change carries risks that some state education agencies may be unwilling to take on. 
As one expert noted, state assessment departments work hard to build trust in the assessment and scores. If a 
solution does not deliver on its promises, states can lose traction with stakeholders. 

Politics also plays a role. In addition to scores being highly politicized, in some cases politicians use assessments 
to accomplish other policy goals, such as signaling their support for teachers or emphasizing the value of college 
and career readiness.147 Politics can also limit a state’s ability to make certain changes. For instance, a state often 
has limited ability to control district curriculum or the timing of when certain standards are taught. 
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Policy Recommendations
There is growing energy to make changes in assessments but less clarity on how to move forward. Some 
continued experimentation and variation among states could be beneficial, to pressure-test newer 
innovations and continue to allow states to emphasize different goals that match their educational and 
political context. But, not every potential option is worth the risks, trade-offs, or the implementation 
effort it would take to achieve. 

Approach Recommendation Rationale

Reducing  
Test Length Not recommended

Loss of performance detail  

By reducing the test length, students and schools may save one to two hours of 
testing but lose additional information from the tests, such as subscores, which may 
help inform higher-level instructional decisions.

Full Matrix  
Sampling  
of Items

Not recommended
Loss of individual scores 

Student-level scores are a key indicator for families, allowing them to see how 
their student is performing against the state’s standards and compared with other 
students in the state. 

Additionally, sampling students would put a disproportionate and inequitable 
burden on students in smaller groups or those in smaller schools.

Sampling  
of Students Not recommended

Grade-Band 
Testing Not recommended

Loss of information on student groups essential for equity  

Disaggregating scores by groups is a feature of current tests that civil rights 
advocates have held up as critically important for decades. During the last ESEA 
reauthorization, a strong coalition of civil rights groups and advocates for certain 
student groups (e.g., students with disabilities and Latino students) were adamant 
about annual public reporting “both overall and for all groups of students so 
families and taxpayers have honest, consistent information on how their schools 
are performing.”148

For states committed to the goal of reducing the footprint, although all paths may be technically possible and 
achieve this report’s baseline assumptions with changes in law, several approaches have more severe drawbacks 
that make them inadvisable.

Recommendations for State Policymakers
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Approach Recommendation Rationale

Partial Matrix 
Sampling of 
Items 

Recommended,  
with conditions

With a partial matrix sample design that reduces the footprint of summative testing, 
states could minimize test time while continuing to allow for growth scores, 
individual student score reports, and subgroup performance transparency. 
Attention to sample design and test design would still be essential to preserve 
equity and ensure usable results combined with significantly less time spent testing. 
And changes in law would also be necessary.  

A state using a partial matrix sample of items might reduce test time and 
simultaneously answer the call for instructional relevance and more detailed 
information outside the summative assessment. For instance, states can build 
flexible, open item banks where educators can select items aligned to what is 
happening in the classroom to help inform day-to-day instruction. This path may 
enable states to provide comparable student scores and information to guide  
high-level accountability decisions while informing day-to-day instruction through 
other means.

Approach Recommendation Rationale

Performance 
Assessment Not recommended

Overly burdensome when tied to accountability   

Despite educator excitement over performance-based assessment, states and 
schools should anticipate an expensive and arduous process to yield valid, 
comparable scores.

Through-Year 
Assessment

Recommended,  
with conditions

Many through-year assessment designs so far do not represent a substantial 
change from the assessment status quo given the need to produce comparable 
scores that can be used for accountability and allow for variation in curriculum. A 
better path forward for instructional relevance while meeting this report’s baseline 
assumptions could be a flexible through-year model where students are tested 
on recently taught standards. This approach lets districts maintain local control 
over curriculum and provides information throughout the year. It is unclear, 
however, if this approach would provide the comparable student data that 
advocates believe to be critical for identifying schools for additional resources and 
intervention, and it would not answer the call to reduce the footprint of testing.

States primarily interested in instructional relevance face greater implementation challenges. Despite interest in 
pursuing this goal, some experts hold that any test tied to accountability will have limited appeal and usability for 
educators on a day-to-day basis.  
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Recommendations for 
Federal Policymakers
To enable state policymakers to pursue these paths with 
the best potential impact, federal policy changes will be 
necessary.

Change ESEA’s assessment requirements to support 
different types of assessments. 

To enable states to reduce the summative assessment 
footprint via matrix sampling of items, the next 
reauthorization of ESEA could focus on requirements 
that summative assessments provide data to inform 
accountability decisions and high-level district and 
school instructional decisions. Federal policymakers 
should continue to require an individual student score 
but eliminate requirements focused on informing 
classroom instruction and relax some standards of 
depth and diagnostic precision. For example, the next 
ESEA reauthorization should remove language requiring 
the assessment to provide diagnostic information for 
students. 

To support the path of increased instructional relevance, 
ESEA could loosen score comparability requirements, 
focusing on proficiency-level comparability instead. By 
focusing comparability on the proficiency levels, states 
can allow for greater flexibility regarding when tests are 
administered throughout the year.

Provide additional support for assessment-related 
change. 

Support can come in multiple ways. One is tying the 
Competitive Grants for State Assessments (CGSA), 
which supports assessment innovation beyond the 
state assessments,149 to the Innovative Assessment 
Demonstration Authority.

Another is requiring states to develop a system of 
assessment professional development for educators. 
Doing so could help educators understand how 
to appropriately use scores from different types of 
assessments and create better classroom-based 
assessments to inform day-to-day instruction. 

Recommendations for 
Advocates
In either path forward, advocates will be essential, 
to both inform policy change and be watchdogs for 
state implementation. For advocates interested in 
educational equity, we recommend the following.

Figure out what you are not willing to compromise. 

All assessment design changes include trade-offs. 
Advocates must identify what they are not willing to 
compromise on (e.g., annual reporting of comparable 
student group data at the school, district, or state level), 
and then hold firm with federal and state policymakers 
for these critical elements. This clarity could also help 
build stronger, more effective coalitions.

Ask questions to understand the state’s policy goal 
and how a proposed change to assessments helps  
to advance that goal. 

Advocates should ask questions of their state leaders to 
help clarify the main policy goals and to identify where, 
if at all, those goals conflict with one another. It may be 
useful to map out what policymakers, educators, and 
families, particularly families of historically marginalized 
students, want in assessments and create a system of 
assessments that can provide that type of information. 

Take steps to ensure the state supports policy 
implementation. 

As states implement new assessments, they must 
provide districts with the resources for implementation. 
These resources include information and technical 
assistance to the educators who are administering the 
assessment and using the data, and information for 
families. Advocates can help support this process by 
providing input into the design of resources so that 
they are accessible and communicate the information 
community members are most interested in. 

Implementation also requires a system for continuous 
improvement. Advocates should encourage the state 
to develop a formal monitoring system that includes 
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monitoring student experiences. States are required to 
monitor the testing process for test security reasons, 
but advocates should encourage states to extend the 
monitoring to include how students experience the 
assessment, particularly to monitor for unintended 
consequences.

Conclusion
State summative assessments are an important tool 
to provide stakeholders with credible, comparable 
information about student learning. In an era marked by 
large declines in student learning due to the pandemic, 
reliable barometers of student progress are more 
important than ever to track improvement and shine a 
light on inequities.

As policymakers and advocates at the state and 
federal levels think about updates and innovations to 
assessments, it is essential to understand that even 
promising changes will come at a cost, which could 
include data usability, test reliability, implementation 
effort, or political pushback. Policymakers and 
advocates should prioritize policy goals, determine 
which goals are most appropriate for the summative 
assessment, and design the summative assessment to 
meet those needs. In making these decisions, state 
departments of education should involve a broad 
coalition of stakeholders early in the design process. 

Although these discussions are complex and time-
intensive, they can result in assessments that are better 
positioned to meet students’ needs in the decades to 
come. For the goals that the summative assessment is 
unable to address, the state may develop or otherwise 
support districts (through funding and/or professional 
development) to create other tools, assessments, or 
resources to meet those goals.

To do otherwise in this tenuous political moment risks 
losing state assessments, and the valuable data they 
produce, entirely. 
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Appendix A

What does ESSA and assessment peer review guidance require? 

Which Students Test and in Which Subjects
•	 The same assessment for all students with limited exceptions.150 
•	 All students151 in grade levels 3-8 and high school in ELA or reading and math; science in certain grade spans.152  

Alignment to Standards
•	 Must be aligned with the state’s content standards.153

•	 Must be aligned “to the depth and breadth” of the standards.154 

Technical Quality
•	 Reliable, valid, and consistent with professional standards.155

•	 Adequate technical quality for the purposes of ESSA.156

•	 Technical quality is further defined in peer review to include elements such as the following:157

•	 Validity of the scores, including that “the scoring and reporting structures of its assessments are consistent 
with the sub-domain structures of the State’s academic content standards.”

•	 Full performance continuum (i.e., the assessment is “adequately precise,” including for “high- and  
low-achieving students”).

•	 Multiple forms and versions (e.g., paper and pencil and computer-based).
•	 Comparable within and across school years. 

Results 
•	 Coherent and timely information about student attainment of the standards and whether the student is  

performing at grade level.158

•	 Three achievement levels.159

•	 Individual student interpretative, descriptive, and diagnostic report “that allows parents and educators to 
understand specific academic needs of students and that are provided to parents … as soon as practicable and 
in an understandable and uniform format.”160

•	 Disaggregated by student groups.161

•	 Itemized score analysis to see specific needs of students.162  

Ability to Innovate
•	 Language in ESSA permits states, in addition to the IADA to innovate through alternatives to  

selected-response, which may include growth and be partially delivered in the form of portfolios, projects, or 
extended performance tasks.163 

ESSA AND PEER REVIEW GUIDANCE REQUIREMENTS

Note: Any change to ESSA assessment requirements may also affect secondary ESSA provisions, such as setting goals. 

http://bellwether.org


Bellwether.org29 Multiple Choices: Weighing Updates to State Summative Assessments

Appendix B
SAMPLE OF STATEWIDE STUDENT ASSESSMENT TESTING TIMES

States
Grade 3 Grade 8

ELA Math Total ELA Math Total

Georgia (2023)164 2:05-4:10 1:00-2:10 3:05-6:20 2:05-4:10 1:00-2:10 3:05-6:20 

New York (2023)165 *Untimed
2:10-2:30 

*Untimed
1:55-2:15 4:05-4:45 *Untimed

2:50-3:10 
*Untimed
2:35-2:55 5:25-6:05 

California (2024)166 *Untimed
2:45

*Untimed
1:45 4:30 *Untimed

2:45
*Untimed
2:00 4:45

Arizona (2024)167

*Untimed
3:00-4:30, 
including 
30 min Oral 
Fluency

*Untimed
2:00-2:50 5:00-7:20 *Untimed

2:30-4:00 
*Untimed
2:00-2:50 4:30-6:50

Pennsylvania (2023)168 2:55-3:40 2:50-3:20 5:40-7:00 4:10-4:55 2:50-3:20 7:00-8:15 

South Dakota (2024)169 *Untimed
3:30 

*Untimed
2:30 6:00 *Untimed

3:30 
*Untimed
3:00 6:30

Colorado (2023)170 4:30 3:15 7:45 5:30 3:15 8:45 

The below testing times are gathered from administration manuals for SY22-23 and SY23-24. Where states’  
tests were untimed, the suggested time block for schedulers is listed as a proxy for estimating total test length.
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