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About the Alliance for Excellent Education

The mission of the Alliance for Excellent Education is to promote high 
school transformation to make it possible for every child to graduate 
prepared for postsecondary learning and success in life.

The Alliance for Excellent Education is a national policy and advocacy 
organization, based in Washington, DC, working to improve national 
and federal policy so that all students can achieve at high academic levels 
and graduate high school ready for college, careers, and citizenship in the 
twenty-first century.

The Alliance has developed a “Framework for Action to Improve Secondary 
Schools” that informs a set of federal policy recommendations based on the 
growing consensus of researchers, practitioners, and advocates about the 
challenges and solutions for improving secondary student learning.

The framework, shown graphically here, encompasses seven policy areas 
that represent key leverage points in ensuring a comprehensive, systematic 
approach to improving secondary education. The framework also captures 

three guiding 
principles that apply 
to all of the policy 
areas. Although the 
appropriate federal 
role varies from one 
issue area to another, 
they are all critically 
important to reducing 
dropouts and 
increasing college and 
career readiness.
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2
 Over the past decade, educators, policymakers, and the public have 

begun to forge a consensus that our public schools must focus 
on better preparing all children for the demands of citizenship in 

the twenty-first century. This has resulted in states developing “standards-
based” educational systems and assessing the success of districts and 
schools in meeting these standards through more systematic testing. Most 
of these tests are multiple-choice, standardized measures of achievement. 
While these assessments offer the benefits of ease of administration and 
inexpensive scoring, practitioners and researchers have found that they also 
have a number of less desirable side effects. These include narrowing of the 
academic curriculum and experiences of students (especially those in low-
income communities); a focus on recognizing right answers to lower-level 
questions rather than on developing higher-order thinking, reasoning, and 
performance skills; and growing dissatisfaction among parents and educators 
with the school experience. 

Reframing Accountability: Using 
Performance Assessments to Focus 
Learning on Higher-Order Skills

Linda Darling-Hammond and Raymond Pecheone
School Redesign Network, Stanford University 

CHAPTER
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The sharp differences between the forms of testing used in the United States 
and the performance-based assessments used in other higher-achieving 
countries also suggest that low international rankings may be related, in 
part, to overreliance on these narrow conceptions of standardized testing in 
the United States.

In large part for cost reasons, reliance on multiple-choice tests rather 
than on more open-ended assessments of performance has increased in 
response to the annual testing requirements of the No Child Left Behind 
Act (NCLB), despite the fact that language in NCLB calls for “multiple 
up-to-date measures of student academic achievement, including measures 
that assess higher-order thinking skills and understanding.”1 Changing 
what counts as assessment evidence, along with related changes in NCLB’s 
accountability structure, could contribute substantially toward  
school improvement. 

This chapter discusses how performance assessments can help evaluate 
what students can actually do with what they know and encourage the 
teaching and learning of higher-order skills. It describes what performance 
assessments are and how they can benefit instruction, how they are 
used in policy settings in the United States and abroad, what the major 
challenges and considerations are that must be addressed to use performance 
assessments well, and how federal policy can support the development and 
implementation of high-quality assessments that both support and evaluate 
more complex knowledge and skills. 

What Is Performance Assessment?2

Almost every adult in the United States has experienced at least one 
performance assessment: the driving test that places new drivers in an 
automobile with a DMV official for a spin around the block and a 
demonstration of a set of driving maneuvers, including, in some parts of 
the country, the dreaded parallel-parking technique. Few Americans would 
be comfortable handing out licenses to people who have only passed the 
multiple-choice written test also required by the DMV; we understand the 
value of the performance assessment as a real-world test of whether a person 
can actually handle a car on the road. Not only does the performance 
assessment tell us some important things about potential drivers’ skills, it 
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also helps improve those skills, as potential drivers practice to get better. 
(What parent doesn’t remember the hair-raising outings with sixteen-year-
olds wanting to practice taking the car out over and over again?) The test 
sets a standard toward which everyone must work. Without it, society 
would have little assurance about what people can actually do with what 
they know about cars and road rules, and little leverage to improve actual 
driving abilities. 

Performance assessments are used in bar examinations for lawyers, where 
they must write briefs and analyze cases; in the medical boards for doctors, 
where they must diagnose patient cases and, in fields like psychiatry, 
interview patients under the watchful eye of evaluators; and in registration 
exams for architects, where candidates must submit a portfolio of  
their designs. 

Performance assessments in education are similar. They are opportunities 
for students to show how they can apply their knowledge and skills in real-
world tasks that represent the key aspects of their learning. Performance 
assessments may include science experiments that students design, carry out, 
analyze, and write up; computer programs that students create and test; or 
research inquiries that they pursue, seeking and assembling evidence about a 
question, which they may present in written and oral form. 

Whether the skill or standard being measured is writing, speaking, 
scientific literacy, mathematical reasoning, or social science research, with 
a performance assessment students perform tasks involving these skills and 
teachers score the performance based on a set of predetermined criteria. 
As in our driving test example, these assessments typically consist of four 
parts: performance standards, a task, a scoring guide or rubric, and a set of 
administration guidelines. The development, administration, and scoring  
of these tasks requires teacher training and development to ensure quality 
and consistency. 

Illinois’s assessments provide a good example of the contrast between 
classroom performance assessment and a state multiple-choice test. The 
state’s eighth-grade science learning standard 11B reads, “Technological 
design: Assess given test results on a prototype; analyze data and rebuild and 
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retest prototype as necessary.” The multiple-choice example on the state 
test simply asks what “Josh” should do if his first prototype sinks, with the 
wanted answer, “Change the design and retest his boat.” This, however, 
gives the assessor no idea whether Josh would have any idea how to change 
the design productively and to systematically test the design, holding some 
features constant while changing others.

The classroom assessment allows evaluation of these critical questions. 
The prompt states, “Given some clay, a drinking straw, and paper, design 
a sailboat that will sail across a small body of water. Students can test and 
retest their designs.” In the course of this activity, students can explore 
significant physics questions such as displacement in order to understand 
how a ball of clay can be made to float. Such activities combine hands-on 
inquiry with reasoning skills, have visible real-world applications, are more 
engaging, and enable deeper learning. They also allow the teacher to assess 
student learning along multiple dimensions, including the ability to frame 
a problem, develop hypotheses, reflect on outcomes and make reasoned 
and effective changes, demonstrate scientific understanding, use scientific 
terminology and facts, persist in problem solving, and organize information, 
as well as develop sound concepts regarding the scientific principles in use. 

The assessment systems of most of the highest-achieving nations in the 
world emphasize local in-school performance assessment throughout the 
elementary and middle school years. At the high school level, jurisdictions 
like the UK, Hong Kong, Singapore, Finland, Sweden, and Victoria, 
Australia, among others, use a combination of centralized assessments that 
use primarily open-ended and essay questions and local assessments given by 
teachers which are factored into the final examination scores. 

The centralized assessments are often developed jointly by high school 
and college faculty and scored using common criteria by teachers. The 
classroom-based assessments—which include research papers, applied 
science experiments, presentations of various kinds, and projects and 
products that students construct—are mapped to the syllabus and the 
standards for the subject, and are selected because they represent critical 
skills, topics, and concepts. They are often suggested and outlined in the 
curriculum, and may be designed centrally or locally. They are administered 
and scored by teachers. 
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While not all performance assessments are locally developedHong Kong 
offers a bank of tasks teachers can draw upon, while teachers in Finland 
create their ownall of these systems include some rich assessment tasks at 
the classroom level that can be used as formative or benchmark assessments, 
helping teachers to gauge ongoing progress. Local scoring guided by 
standardized protocols allows immediate feedback to teachers and students. 
This enables results to be used to improve instruction and student learning 
immediately, something that standardized examinations with long lapses 
between administration and results cannot do. In addition, as teachers 
use and evaluate these tasks, they become more knowledgeable about the 
standards and how to teach to them, and about what their students’ learning 
needs are. This process improves their teaching. Scoring is often subject to 
moderation, auditing, or calibration processes, as described later.

Performance assessments often provide several ways to view student 
learning. For example, multiple samples of actual writing taken over 
time can best reveal to a teacher the progress a student is making in the 
development of composition skills. This provides ongoing feedback to 
learners as well, as they see how they are developing as writers and what they 
have yet to master. In addition, different kinds of writing tasks—persuasive 
essays, research papers, journalistic reports, responses to literature—
encourage students to develop the full range of their writing and thinking 
skills in ways that answering multiple-choice questions about writing or 
even writing a five-paragraph essay over and over again do not. 

Locally managed performance assessments that provide multiple sources of 
evidence about what people can actually do with what they know are often 
characterized as “tests worth teaching to,” because they help focus effort 
on developing important skills. Let’s think back to the state driver’s license 
exam. This involves both a written test and a performance assessment on 
the road. Everyone knows precisely what to expect in terms of the skills to 
be demonstrated—for example, whether or not the applicant can manage 
a car safely and (at least on the East Coast) parallel-park skillfully—as the 
examination is not a total secret. Most performance assessments challenge 
students to address issues and problems in real life.3 Moreover, a number 
of studies associate performance assessment with a positive influence over 
teaching and learning.4 
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The fact that the assessment is open and transparent is not a problem, 
because the point is to see whether drivers have developed these real-world 
abilities; this is not undermined by the drivers knowing what they need 
to learn to do. The performance is scored by the instructor, working from 
a rubric, and if the driver is sufficiently successful in all aspects of the 
examination (as determined by a state cutoff score), a license is conferred. 
The task is so well defined that instructional programs (driver’s education) 
that include both hands-on and classroom instruction clearly demonstrate 
their effectiveness in preparing students to perform. (This is reflected in 
the reduced insurance rates granted to graduates of driver’s education 
programs.) Imagine what life on the roads would be like if prospective 
drivers did not have to demonstrate what they know before taking the 
wheel on their own. And imagine what life in classrooms would be like if 
the nation did require students to demonstrate that they can express and 
defend their ideas, develop and analyze data, and apply their knowledge in 
problem-solving situations. 

Benefits of Performance Assessment

Research and experience have uncovered a number of benefits, challenges, 
and criteria for making such assessment systems successful. Among the 
benefits of well-designed performance assessment systems are that they can

	 •	� elevate the focus of instruction to include higher-order thinking 
skills;

	 •	� provide a more comprehensive assessment of what students know 
and can do; 

	 •	� provide clearer information to parents, teachers, and the public as 
to student development, accomplishments, and needs; 

	 •	� allow instruction to be altered in a timely fashion to meet student 
learning needs;

	 •	� lead to more student engagement in both the learning and 
assessment processes;

	 •	� invite more teacher buy-in and encourage collaborative work; and
	 •	� support standards-based instruction and improvement of teaching 

practices.
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Considerable research suggests that performance assessments are essential 
tools for showing the extent to which students have developed higher-order 
thinking skills, such as the abilities to analyze, synthesize, and evaluate 
information. Studies have found that the use of such assessments has 
improved teaching quality and increased student achievement, especially 
in areas requiring complex reasoning and problem solving.5 Evaluations 
of reading and writing portfolios in Vermont and Kentucky, for example, 
found that the assessments—along with the professional development 
opportunities associated with them—influenced instruction in positive 
ways, especially in encouraging much more complex mathematical tasks 
and more extensive and higher-quality student writing.6 These assessment 
systems also stimulated school improvement through curriculum reforms 
and supports for teacher learning. 

Researchers have noted that assessment systems in which teachers look at 
student work with other teachers and discuss standards in very explicit ways 
appear to help schools develop shared definitions of quality. Evaluating work 
collaboratively rather than grading students in isolation helps teachers make 
their standards explicit, gain multiple perspectives on learning, and think 
about how they can teach to produce the kinds of student work they want 
to see. Where teachers do this, studies find that changes in teaching and 
schooling practices almost invariably occur—especially for students who are 
not as consistently successful at schoolwork.7 

Performance assessments are more sensitive to instruction and of more 
immediate use to teachers than most current standardized tests, while 
providing richer evidence of student learning that can be used to solve 
learning problems as they occur. When teachers see their students’ written 
responses and reasoning, they can diagnose how students are learning and 
why they may be struggling, rather than just what they know. Typically, 
standardized test information is not available to schools for six to nine 
months after the testing date, often in the subsequent school year, and far 
too late and far too thin on information to provide usable data to teachers 
about their students’ learning needs.

Perhaps the most important benefit to using performance assessments is 
that they assist in learning and teaching. They are formative, in that they 
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provide teachers and students with the feedback they need from authentic 
tasks that reveal students’ mastery of content, and can guide future teaching. 
They can also be summative, in that they can serve as a final assessment of 
student capabilities with respect to state and local standards. As summative 
measures, performance assessments are useful because they organize 
teaching around the kinds of tasks that support the transfer of learning to 
new contexts, helping students learn more of what they will need to do in 
the world outside of school. In addition to acquiring and demonstrating 
in-depth knowledge of content, this may include the ability to plan an 
inquiry and organize their time, develop self-discipline and perseverance as 
well as intellectual discipline, define problems and determine strategies for 
how to pursue answers, organize and display data, evaluate findings, draw 
conclusions, and express and defend their ideas according to standards  
of evidence. 

Where and How Performance Assessments Are Used

As noted above, most high-achieving nations and many states in the 
United States—including Connecticut, Kentucky, Maine, Nebraska, 
New Hampshire, New Jersey, New York, Rhode Island, Vermont, and 
Wyoming—have developed and used state and local performance 
assessments as part of their testing systems. Indeed, the National Science 
Foundation provided millions of dollars for states to develop hands-on 
science and math assessments as part of its Systemic Initiative in the 1990s, 
and prototypes exist all over the country. Additionally, twenty-seven states 
use multiple approaches for high school graduation decisions, including 
many that combine state requirements with local performance assessments 
and other measures (e.g., grades, student work samples, portfolios of 
work, and senior projects).8 In this section we briefly describe performance 
assessment models in both the United States and abroad. 

One common model in several U.S. states and in a number of other 
countries is to combine an external reference exam, which includes open-
ended questions that measure aspects of performance such as analysis and 
expression, with classroom-managed assessments that ask students to tackle 
more complex, extended tasks that cannot be completed in a couple of 
hours on a sit-down test. Some states (such as Nebraska, Rhode Island, 
and Wyoming) and countries (such as Finland, Scotland, and Wales, and 
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Queensland and ACT, Australia) rely much more heavily on school-based 
performance assessments. Both approaches are described below. 

U.S. examples of performance assessment systems

Connecticut developed a performance task approach during the 1990s as 
part of its state assessment and accountability system. Connecticut test items 
include a range of test formats: multiple choice, constructed responses, 
short essays, mini experiments, and performance tasks to measure how 
students can apply what they know.9 Teachers are involved in all areas of test 
development, including task development, scoring, and standard setting. At 
the high school level, the Connecticut Academic Performance Test (CAPT), 
administered in the tenth grade, reports on student performance in four 
areas: mathematics, reading across the disciplines (focusing on response to 
literature and reading for information), writing across the disciplines, and 
science. The CAPT uses classroom-embedded tasks as part of its statewide 
assessment system. For example, students design and conduct science 
experiments that are embedded in the science curriculum around a unit 
of study on specific topics. Students are asked to formulate hypotheses, 
conduct the experiment, analyze the data, and report their results to prove 
their ability to engage in scientific reasoning. They also critique experiments 
and evaluate the soundness of findings and are tested on their findings as 
part of the CAPT on-demand science assessment. 

While the CAPT is required of all public high schools students in 
Connecticut, the state legislature specifies that the test cannot be used as 
the sole basis for graduation or promotion. As part of its official policy 
(2000), the state board of education stated that “the CAPT results alone 
do not provide a comprehensive picture of student accomplishment. There 
is a danger that overemphasizing state test scores to evaluate a student’s 
school or district performance can result in an inappropriate narrowing 
of the curriculum and inappropriate classroom instructional practice.”10 
As a consequence, districts are required to use the CAPT assessment in 
combination with local assessments, which must include performance 
assessments. 

Maine, Vermont, New Hampshire, and Rhode Island also have developed 
performance assessment components as part of their accountability systems, 
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but with more participation on the part of the state in helping local districts 
implement their assessments. These New England states combine a jointly 
constructed reference exam—the New England Common Assessment 
Program (NECAP)—with locally developed assessments that provide 
evidence of student work from performance tasks and portfolios. 

Vermont was an early leader, developing in the late 1980s and early ’90s 
both on-demand performance tasks and portfolios that are used throughout 
the school year, so teachers and students can learn from the results of 
the assessments and continually improve their work. The writing and 
mathematics portfolios, developed by the state department of education 
with the engagement of teachers, include both common tasks to be 
completed by all students and locally selected work samples that reflect 
particular kinds of work to be represented in the portfolios. 

As the system was phased in, teachers learned how to develop and evaluate 
assessments and how to teach toward the standards through support 
networks that sponsored professional development sessions and summer 
institutes across the state. Teachers from different schools convened to score 
assessment tasks together, moderating their scoring to gain consistency. 
While evaluations found that the early, nonstandardized portfolios were not 
scored very reliably, revisions brought common structures to the portfolios 
and performance assessments, which resulted in much higher levels of 
reliability, comparable to those achieved on AP exams.11

The state’s involvement of large numbers of teachers in designing and 
scoring the assessments created substantial focus on the quality of student 
work, providing a powerful form of professional development. Harvard 
professor Richard Murnane described the conversations of Vermont teachers 
who gathered in the summer to evaluate portfolios: “Often heated, the 
discussions focused on what constitutes good communication and problem-
solving skills, how first rate work differs from less adequate work, and what 
types of problems elicit the best student work.”12

For more than a decade, the Vermont portfolios were the primary 
assessments for support and accountability in the state. They are now 
a voluntary adjunct to the annual standardized tests at each grade level 
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required by NCLB, and many districts and schools continue to use them to 
obtain a comprehensive assessment of student learning.

Maine’s assessment system was designed to include the use of the NECAP 
reference exam and the Maine Education Assessment, both of which 
include many open-ended items and a writing assessment, plus locally 
developed performance assessments. The local assessments are organized 
around Maine’s Learning Results in eight areas (English language arts, 
mathematics, science, social studies, health/physical education, career 
preparation, modern and classical language, and visual and performing 
arts).With extensive professional development provided by the state, 
local districts developed common performance tasks, classroom-based 
portfolios, observations, and exhibitions of student work. With the advent 
of NCLB, which introduced new standardized tests at each grade level, the 
performance components are now used voluntarily by districts to support 
instructional decisions. 

As part of a state high school redesign initiative, Rhode Island has also 
developed a performance-based graduation system. Starting in 2008, 
all Rhode Island graduates had to show evidence of success across three 
elements of the performance-based graduation requirement: a standardized 
reference exam, course performance, and state-approved performance 
assessments such as portfolios, senior projects, and/or end-of-course 
exams. The performance outcomes for each of these data elements must be 
authentic and aligned to state standards, and must demonstrate meaningful 
content knowledge. Commissioner Peter McWalters emphasized that there 
are three non-negotiables in this work: “We have to educate every child; we 
have to hold high standards; and we have to provide differentiated learning 
and instruction.” In its first year of implementation, the new system was 
reported to engender greater student engagement and participation in 
school, with graduation rates increasing from 70 percent to 74 percent, 
rather than declining, as is frequently the case when new state graduation 
assessments are introduced.13

New Hampshire is moving to a competency-based system for graduation 
that will no longer use Carnegie units. The state will base graduation on a 
competency-based credit system using a “mastery of learning” approach to 
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assess student learning, which relies on performance assessments to evaluate 
mastery of content and skills and allows students to earn credits both in 
school and during out-of-school time. The state has already introduced a 
technology portfolio, which all students must complete to demonstrate their 
technology competence in high school. 

Ohio is also developing a set of standards-based performance tasks 
measuring core knowledge and skills in the content areas of math, English, 
science, and history to become part of the state’s high school assessment 
system. These tasks represent the skills of disciplinary inquiry necessary for 
college readiness and success in the workplace and will support instructional 
decisions as well as accountability reporting.

Nebraska utilizes a system of performance assessments created and scored 
by local educators trained to score reliably. These systems are peer reviewed 
by measurement and assessment experts and include a check on validity 
through the use of a statewide writing examination and the administration 
of one norm-referenced test. Wyoming uses a “body of evidence” approach 
that is locally developed in order to determine whether students have 
mastered standards required for graduation. Oregon uses both online 
diagnostic assessments and performance assessments in multiple subject 
areas that are state designed and locally scored using state rubrics as the basis 
for a Certificate of Mastery. 

Some well-developed performance assessment systems were created and 
are used by consortia of local schools and/or districts. In New York, for 
example, the New York Performance Assessment Consortium is a network 
of forty-seven schools in the state that rely upon a set of performance tasks 
assembled in a portfolio to determine graduation. These include a major 
task in each disciplinary area: a scientific investigation, a historical research 
paper, a literary response, an applied mathematical problem or model, 
an arts exhibition, and an analysis of an internship experience. These are 
defended before a panel that includes outside experts as well as teachers and 
parents and scored according to common rubrics. Because of the quality 
of their work, the consortium schools have a state waiver from some of the 
Regents Examinations. Research shows that New York City students who 
graduate from these schools (which have a much higher graduation rate 
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than the City even though they serve more low-income students, students 
of color, and recent immigrants) are more successful in college than students 
with a traditional Regents diploma, which relies upon standardized tests.

Among other notable performance-based systems under development 
nationally is the College Readiness Performance Assessment System 
(C-PAS), developed by David Conley at the University of Oregon. The 
C-PAS is designed to track the development of five generic cognitive 
strategies that represent the thinking skills necessary for college readiness 
and success: problem solving, research, interpretation, reasoning, and 
precision. The C-PAS assessment is a series of performance tasks that 
teachers administer and score with a common scoring guide. 

The Collegiate Learning Assessment (CLA), developed by Richard 
Shavelson at Stanford University, Stephen Klein at RAND, and colleagues, 
is a collegiate assessment that is being adapted for secondary schools. 
The CLA uses real-world performance tasks that elicit critical thinking, 
analytic reasoning, problem solving, and communication skills. Students 
are typically faced with a problem that requires them to collect and evaluate 
evidence, then frame and defend a solution. They may use a variety of 
documents and resources provided in an “in-basket” to learn about aspects 
of the problem that is posed. The CLA uses a matrix sampling approach to 
assess student performance at the beginning and the end of college (not all 
students perform all tasks), and develops institutional reports focusing on 
students’ college-level competencies. 

Performance assessments abroad 

School-based performance assessment is the dominant mode of assessment 
in most high-achieving countries.14  (See Table 1.) At the high school 
level, a number of countries use a blended approach that combines school-
based tasks that measure specific subject-matter concepts and skills with a 
common examination, often developed by teachers in collaboration with 
university faculty, featuring primarily open-ended questions requiring 
written or oral responses.
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The International Baccalaureate (IB) program, which enrolls 650,000 
worldwide, including a growing number in the United States, exemplifies 
the syllabus-based approach to classroom assessment used in many countries 
in Europe and Asia. Designed for students in grades eleven and twelve, it 
assesses student learning using school-based performance assessments and 
external exams at the end of each course. Both types of assessments measure 
students’ performance on the objectives specified in the “subject outlines” 
written by the IB organization. School-based performance assessments 
—such as oral exercises in language subjects, projects, student portfolios, 
practical laboratory work, mathematical investigations, and artistic 
performances—contribute 30 to 50 percent of the final examination grade. 
The external exam consists largely of essays, constructed responses, and data 
response questions, case study questions, and text response questions, with 
a limited use of multiple-choice items. A typical essay question students 
might choose among several options on the exam would be the following:

		�  Acquiring material wealth or rejecting its attractions has often 
been the base upon which writers have developed interesting plots. 
Compare the ways the writers of two or three works you have 
studied have developed such motivations.

This blended approach also characterizes the General Certificate of 
Secondary Education (GCSE) examinations in Great Britain, as well as 
the high school examinations in Finland, Sweden, Hong Kong, Singapore, 
and Victoria, Australia. (Most of these countries now use primarily local 
performance assessments in the elementary and middle school years.) The 
school-based performance assessments typically comprise from 30 to 50 
percent of the total examination score in these assessment systems. 

In Sweden, schools offer nationally approved examinations in the upper- 
secondary years in several subjects.15 Teachers work with university faculty 
to help design the tasks and questions, and they weight information from 
these exams, their own assessments, and classroom work to assign a grade 
reflecting how well students have met the objectives of the syllabus.16 
Regional education officials and schools provide time for teachers to 
calibrate their grading practices to minimize variation across the schools 
and across the region.17 Toward the end of their upper-secondary schooling, 
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Swedish students receive a final grade or “learning certificate” in each area 
that acts as a compilation of all of these sources of evidence, including 
projects completed by the student as well as grades awarded for courses. 

In Victoria, Australia, the Victoria Curriculum and Assessment Authority 
(VCAA) establishes courses in a wide range of studies, develops the external 
examinations, and ensures the quality of the school-assessed component of 
the Victorian Certificate of Education(VCE). The VCAA conceptualizes 
assessment as “of,” “for,” and “as” learning. Teachers are involved in 
developing assessments, along with university faculty in the subject area, 
and all prior-year assessments are public, in an attempt to make the 
standards and means of measuring them as transparent as possible. Before 
the external examinations are given to students, teachers and academics take 
the exams themselves, as if they were students. The external subject-specific 
examinations, given in grades eleven and twelve, include written, oral, and 
performance elements scored by classroom teachers.

In addition, at least 50 percent of the total examination score is comprised 
of classroom-based tasks that are given throughout the school year. These 
required assignments and assessments—lab experiments and investigations 
on central topics as well as research papers and presentations—are designed 
by teachers in response to syllabus expectations. These required classroom 
tasks ensure that students are getting the kind of learning opportunities that 
prepare them for the assessments they will later take, that they are getting 
feedback they need to improve, and that they will be prepared to succeed 
not only on these very challenging tests but in college and in life, where they 
will have to apply knowledge in these ways. 

As in Victoria, assessments in Great Britain use a combination of external 
and school-based tasks based on the national curriculum and course syllabi. 
Throughout the school years, classroom-based tasks scored by teachers are 
used to evaluate student achievement of curriculum goals. A mandatory set 
of assessments at year nine (age fourteen) includes both teacher-created and 
-administered assessments and, for students who have reached a certain level 
of achievement, national exams and tasks.18 



42 MEANINGFUL MEASUREMENT

While not mandatory, most students take a set of exams at grade eleven (age 
sixteen) to achieve their GCSE. Students choose which tests they will take 
based on their interests and areas of expertise. Most GCSE items are essay 
questions. The math exam includes questions that ask students to show 
the reasoning behind their answers, and foreign-language exams require 
oral presentations. About 25 to 30 percent of the final examination score is 
based on class work, coursework, and assessments developed and graded by 
teachers. In many subjects, students also complete a project worked on in 
class that is specified in the syllabus. 

Hong Kong has typically used the British A- and O-Level exams for 
students in high school. In collaboration with educators from Australia, 
the United Kingdom, and other nations, Hong Kong’s assessment system is 
evolving from a centralized examination structure to one that increasingly 
emphasizes school-based formative assessments that expect students to 
analyze issues and solve problems. The government has decided to gradually 
replace the Hong Kong Certificate of Education Examinations, which most 
students sit for at the end of their five-year secondary education, with a new 
Hong Kong Diploma of Secondary Education that will feature school- 
based assessments. 

In addition, the Hong Kong Territory-wide System Assessment (TSA), 
which assesses lower-grade student performance in Chinese, English, and 
mathematics, is developing an online bank of assessment tasks to enable 
schools to assess their students and receive feedback on their performance 
on their own timeframes. The formal TSA assessments, which include both 
written and oral components, occur at primary grades three and six and 
secondary grade three (the equivalent of grade nine in the United States).

As outlined in Hong Kong’s “Learning to Learn” reform plan, the goal of 
the reforms is to shape curriculum and instruction around critical thinking, 
problem solving, self-management skills, and collaboration. A particular 
concern is to develop metacognitive thinking skills, so students may identify 
their strengths and areas needing additional work.19 By 2007, Curriculum 
and Assessment Guides were published for four core subjects and twenty 
elective subjects, and assessments in the first two subjects—Chinese 
language and English language—were revised. These became criterion-
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referenced, performance-based assessments featuring not only the kinds of 
essays previously used on the exams, but also new speaking and listening 
components, the composition of written papers testing integrated skills, 
and a school-based component that factors into the examination score. 
Although the existing assessments already use open-ended responses, the 
proportion of such responses will increase in the revised assessments. Like 
the existing assessments, the new assessments are developed by teachers with 
the participation of higher education faculty, and they are scored by teachers 
who are trained as assessors. 
 
In Queensland, Australia, there has been no assessment system external to 
schools for forty years. Until the early 1970s, a traditional “postcolonial” 
examination system controlled the curriculum. When it was eliminated—
about the same time as in Finland and Sweden—all assessments became 
school based. School-based assessments are developed, administered, and 
scored by teachers in relation to the national curriculum guidelines  
and state syllabi (also developed by teachers), and are moderated by panels 
that include teachers from other schools as well as professors from the 
university system. 

The syllabi spell out a small number of key concepts and/or skills to be 
learned in each course, and what kinds of projects or activities (including 
minimum assessment requirements) students should be engaged in. Each 
school designs its program to fit the needs and experiences of its own 
students, choosing specific texts and topics with this in mind. At the end of 
the year, teachers collect a portfolio of each student’s work, which includes 
the specific assessment tasks, and grade it on a five-point grading scale. To 
calibrate these grades, teachers put together a selection of portfolios from 
each grade level—one from each of the five score levels, plus borderline 
cases—and send these to a regional panel for moderation. A panel of five 
teachers re-scores the portfolios and confers about whether the grade is 
warranted, making a judgment on the spread. A state panel also looks at 
portfolios across schools. Based on these moderation processes, the school is 
given instructions to adjust grades so they are comparable to others. 
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Summary

The use of curriculum-embedded assessments in these performance-
based systems allows for the testing of more complex skills that cannot be 
measured in a two-hour test on a single day. They shape the curriculum in 
ways that ensure stronger learning opportunities. They give teachers timely, 
formative information they need to help students improve—something 
that standardized examinations with long lapses between administration 
and results cannot do. And they help teachers become more knowledgeable 
about content standards and how to teach to them, as well as about their 
own students and how they learn. The process of using these assessments 
can improve their teaching and their students’ learning. The processes of 
collective scoring and moderation that many nations use to ensure reliability 
in scoring also prove educative for teachers, who learn to calibrate their 
understanding of the standards to common benchmarks. In these ways, as 
part of a balanced assessment approach, performance assessments can help 
ensure that students are ready for college and the workplace.

Challenges and Considerations in Scaling Up Performance 
Assessments

From the research and evidence on performance assessment, there are a 
number of lessons learned that should be considered when designing a 
system that substantially incorporates performance-based assessments.

Calibration of scoring: Perhaps the most complex question surrounding 
these assessments when they are locally developed or scored is how to ensure 
comparability. Many of the systems described above, both in the United 
States and abroad, use common scoring guides and extensive scorer training 
to achieve consistency in the use of these rubrics. In addition, they use 
auditing, moderation, and calibration systems of several kinds to maintain 
the quality of the system over time. 

In Victoria, Australia, the quality of the tasks assigned by teachers, the work 
done by students, and the appropriateness of the grades and feedback given 
to students are audited through an inspection system, and schools are given 
feedback on all of these elements. In addition, the VCAA uses statistical 
moderation to ensure that the same assessment standards are applied to 
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students across schools. The external exams are used as the basis for this 
moderation, which adjusts the level and spread of each school’s assessments 
of its students to match the level and spread of the same students’ scores on 
the common external test score. The result is a rich curriculum for students 
with extensive teacher participation and a comparable means for examining 
student learning. 

In Hong Kong, tests are allocated randomly to scorers, and essay responses 
are typically rated by two independent scorers.20 Results of the new school-
based assessments are statistically moderated to ensure comparability within 
the province. The assessments are internationally benchmarked, through 
the evaluation of sample student papers, to peg the results to those in other 
countries. Many of the new assessments are also to be scored online, which 
the Examinations Authority notes is now the common practice in twenty of 
China’s mainland provinces, as well as in the United Kingdom. 

Queensland’s system, like those in a number of countries, also employs 
“moderation,” a process of bringing samples from different schools to be 
re-scored, with results sent back to the originating schools. This process 
leads to stronger comparability across schools and is part of building a 
strong performance assessment system. Nebraska also supplements extensive 
scorer training on common rubrics with external validation checks such 
as comparisons with the statewide writing assessment, the ACT, and other 
commonly administered standardized tests. Each district’s assessment 
system is evaluated and approved through a review process conducted by 
measurement experts. 

Costs and scoring models: Appropriate, affordable, and educationally 
supportive scoring models must be developed. Although some methods 
of managing performance assessments can cost more than machine 
scoring of multiple-choice tests (i.e., when such assessments are treated as 
traditional external tests and shipped out to separately paid scorers), the 
cost calculus changes when assessment is understood as part of teachers’ 
work and learning—built into teaching and professional development time. 
Much evidence suggests that developing and scoring these assessments is 
a high-yield investment in teacher learning and a good use of professional 
development resources. 
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In most European and Asian systems, and in those used in several U.S. 
states, scoring of assessments is conducted by teachers and time is set aside 
for this aspect of teachers’ work and learning. While teacher time to create 
and score the assessments can be substantial, these activities lead to more 
skilled and engaged teachers. In contrast, most external standardized tests 
provide teachers with little guidance on how to improve student learning, 
since they simply receive numerical scores on secret tests months after the 
students have left school. Hence the professional development that seeks to 
help teachers improve achievement in this system is less well informed and 
less effective. 

Professional development: Extensive professional development is necessary 
for educators to learn to build, use, and score assessments that will inform 
and guide their teaching. Many systems have demonstrated that teachers 
can develop this knowledge rapidly when given the support. In successful 
systems, teachers are engaged in curriculum alignment, performance task 
development, scoring processes, and data analysis so that they understand 
the system and can teach productively to the standards. The processes 
include a peer review or moderation system that provides a feedback loop, 
checks on quality, and directions for staff development. Teachers often 
report that some of the best professional development of their careers occurs 
when they have opportunities to examine, score, and discuss student work. 
Importantly, international assessments have strategically “captured” teacher 
professional development time to evaluate and validate student work. 
Capitalizing on this time can both lower costs and establish a common 
language around curriculum standards and assessment. 

Administrative support: Education agency officials and legislators at 
the state and federal levels must develop targeted assistance to teachers, 
administrators, and school systems that allows their effective participation 
in these systems and leverages improvements in teaching. In addition 
to professional development, this will include widespread information, 
extensive training in both use and scoring, the redesign of curriculum 
materials to ensure alignment with and support of new assessments, and the 
redesign of school schedules to provide in-class time for more in-depth work 
on the part of students and out-of-class time for teachers’ planning, analysis, 
and scoring of student work, as is common in other countries. 
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Quality of tasks: Careful attention must be paid to the quality of 
performance tasks. They should be developed around important disciplinary 
content so that they measure core concepts and abilities with strong validity, 
and they should be developed in response to criteria that establish the 
technical quality of assessments (including checking for bias and fairness), 
high proficiency standards, consistent administration of assessment 
(including clear criteria that would certify the quality of an assessment task), 
and opportunity to learn what is assessed. They should also be constructed 
to allow students with special needs and those who are learning English 
opportunities to demonstrate their knowledge appropriately.

Proper use: Productive use of performance assessments, like proper use of 
standardized tests, should be aimed at revealing areas needing improvement 
and should lead to curriculum and professional learning supports that can 
result in powerful learning outcomes for all students. Additionally, tools 
and protocols, including technological tools, are needed to support the 
design and use of performance assessment. For example, tools such as task 
blueprints, rubric specifications, and training and scoring protocols should 
be developed to support proper use of performance assessments. Finally, as 
other countries have found, using assessments for information rather than 
sanctions allows the development of more ambitious tasks aimed at higher 
standards, and less corruption of the assessment system. This framework for 
assessment has driven stronger learning and higher achievement in many 
nations abroad. 

Many nations have developed strategies to monitor and improve assessment 
quality. In Hong Kong, for example, to guide the process of assessment 
reform, the Education Bureau has implemented a School Development 
and Accountability Framework which emphasizes school self-evaluation, 
plus external peer evaluation, using a set of performance indicators. 
The bureau promotes the use of multiple forms of assessment in schools 
including projects, portfolios, observations, and examinations, and looks 
for the variety of assessments in the performance indicators used for school 
evaluation.21 For example, the performance indicators ask, “Is the school 
able to adopt varied modes of assessment and effectively assess students’ 
performance in respect of knowledge, skills, and attitude?” and “How does 
the school make use of curriculum evaluation data to inform curriculum 
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planning?”22 This practice of examining school practices and the quality 
of assessments through an inspection or peer review process is also used in 
Australia and Great Britain to improve teaching by using standards as a tool 
for sharing knowledge and reflecting on practice. 

Federal Policy Recommendations

Performance assessment is a key component in a balanced assessment system 
that responds to fast-paced changes placing greater demands on education 
and knowledge development in the United States and around the world. 
Images of what students will need to do with their knowledge should help 
shape formulations of curriculum, instruction, and assessment policy at 
the national, state, and local levels. As a starting point for the development 
of the next generation of assessments, we must begin with a vision of our 
young people as lifelong learners who deeply understand core concepts 
and modes of inquiry within the disciplines, and who can also work across 
disciplines to evaluate evidence, frame and solve problems, express and 
defend their ideas, and create new ideas, technologies, and solutions. 

Many efforts are under way to refine standards for learning at the state level 
and by consortia of states collaborating under the auspices of the Council 
for Chief State School Officers and Achieve, Inc., a national organization 
of governors, business leaders, and education leaders. These efforts seek to 
ensure that standards are internationally benchmarked and are fewer, higher, 
and deeper. It is critical that new assessments be developed in the context 
of new standards and in relation to curriculum frameworks that ensure the 
content and skills can be taught coherently and well. To accomplish this 
federal policy should:

Fund an intensive development effort that enables states and consortia of 
states, in collaboration with development experts in federal labs, centers, 
nonprofit organizations, and universities, to 

	 •	� develop, validate, and test high-quality performance assessments 
that are part of balanced assessment systems which are guided by 
thoughtful, coherent standards and curriculum frameworks;

	 •	� train the field of practitioners—ranging from psychometricians 
to a new generation of state and local curriculum and assessment 
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specialists to teachers—who can be skillfully involved in the  
development, administration, and scoring of these assessments in 
valid and reliable ways; and

	 •	� conduct high-quality research on the validity, reliability, 
instructional consequences, and equity consequences of these 
assessments. 

Encourage improvements in federal, state, and local assessment practice in 
the following ways:

	 •	� Provide incentives and funding for states to refine their existing state 
assessments and introduce related high-quality locally administered 
performance assessments that evaluate critical thinking and applied 
skills. Support states in making such assessments reliable, valid, 
and practically feasible through teacher professional development 
and scorer training, moderated and audited scoring systems, and 
calibration systems, as well as research.

	 •	� As part of these efforts, develop more appropriate assessments 
and accommodations for special education students and English 
language learners by underwriting efforts to strengthen the validity 
and reliability of existing performance assessments for these 
populations, properly adapt new assessments under construction, 
and create, as needed, new assessments of performance in the 
content areas for these students, based on professional testing 
standards that consider principles of universal design as well as 
specific needs for valid assessment of students in these groups. 

	 •	� To model high-quality items and better measure the standards, 
support the further development and implementation of the new 
blueprints, already under way, for the National Assessment of 
Educational Practice (NAEP), which include more performance-
oriented items that evaluate students’ abilities to evaluate evidence, 
solve problems, and explain and defend their ideas. These kinds of 
tasks were part of NAEP when it was first launched in the 1960s, 
and are common in other nations’ large-scale assessments, as well as 
in PISA. Their introduction would need to be incorporated carefully 
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over time in a planful fashion that maintains existing trend data and 
continues to enable comparisons among states and over time.

Enable the incorporation of new assessments into the NCLB 
accountability system in the following ways:

	 •	� Replace the current “status model” for measuring school progress 
with a Continuous Progress Index that sets expectations for 
schools—and groups of students within them—to show progress 
on an index of measures that include multiple assessments of 
student learning, including performance measures, as well as 
school progression and graduation rates. In such an index, which 
reports information on multiple indicators and then combines 
them for tracking overall progress, states could choose to include 
subject areas beyond reading and mathematics, such as writing, 
science, and history—which are important in their own right and 
essential to encourage and evaluate students’ literacy skills as they 
are applied in the content areas. Within a given subject, the index 
could accommodate assessments of student learning that capture 
a wider array of skills—including the more complex inquiry and 
problem-solving skills demanded by twenty-first-century jobs and 
colleges. Such an index would reduce incentives to narrow the 
curriculum. It would evaluate students’ growth over time across the 
entire achievement continuum, thus focusing attention on progress 
in all students’ learning, not just those who fall at the so-called 
“proficiency bubble,” reducing ceiling effects, and recognizing 
schools’ gains with students who score well below and above a 
single cut score. The CPI would also encourage greater inclusion 
and more appropriate measurement of gains for special education 
students and English language learners by tracking gains at all 
points along the continuum and by incorporating the results of 
appropriate measures. 

Conclusion

Current accountability reforms are based on the idea that standards can 
serve as a catalyst for states to be explicit about learning goals, and the act 
of measuring progress toward meeting these standards is an important force 
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toward developing high levels of achievement for all students. However, an 
on-demand test taken in a limited period of time on a single day cannot 
measure all that is important for students to know and be able to do. As 
described by Achieve, Inc., the limitation of traditional on-demand tests is 
that they cannot measure many of the skills that matter most for success in 
the worlds of work and higher education:

		�  States … will need to move beyond large-scale assessments because, 
as critical as they are, they cannot measure everything that matters 
in a young person’s education. The ability to make effective oral 
arguments and conduct significant research projects are considered 
essential skills by both employers and postsecondary educators, but 
these skills are very difficult to assess on a paper-and pencil test.23

Balanced systems of assessment that include performance assessments have 
the potential to strengthen curriculum and instruction by evaluating the full 
range of standards in valid and appropriate ways, providing rich information 
about student learning that is useful to classroom teachers, and providing 
diverse means for students to demonstrate their learning. Developed 
carefully and used properly, such assessments can stimulate more thoughtful 
teaching, become an engine for ongoing improvement and professional 
development, and create a commitment to standards that shape more 
powerful learning.
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