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Executive Summary
Since the rise of state assessments whose primary function is to yield scores that can be used to compare 
schools and groups of students, most states have developed their state assessment programs under the 
assumption that either: (a) state tests are not intended to meaningfully shape instruction, or (b), if they 
are, the information provided in score reports is sufficient to support instruction. Indeed, the prevailing 
guidance about large-scale assessments is that they should serve a program monitoring role and not 
be used to guide instruction. This approach reflects sound reasoning. It is hard for an external, efficient, 
infrequent assessment to play a meaningful role in guiding instruction, and many measurement experts 
suggest that state assessments should be supplemented by other supports, closer to the classroom, to 
provide real instructional support. State tests have been designed accordingly, making trade-offs that 
value efficiency and reliability over impact on teaching and learning.

While these recommendations to keep the summative assessment separate from instruction might reflect 
some conceptions of best practice, they unfortunately do not reflect real practice. When policymakers 
and researchers listen to teachers and local leaders, they routinely hear not only that teachers are 
changing what they teach to better match test content, but that teachers are often encouraged to change 
instruction in ways that actively trade off features of high-quality learning experiences for those that reflect 
testing experiences. 

While state officials may not intend for their assessments to have this impact, the footprint of state 
assessments grows each time a district chooses an interim assessment that promises to predict 
performance on the state test; purchases access to formative assessment item banks with questions 
that mirror (or reproduce) released state assessment questions; or provides guidance about curriculum 
choices, scope and sequence, and time for content-specific teaching and learning that is driven by state 
assessment design and scores. The result is a cascade of signals that position state assessments as a 
major driver shaping the learning experiences that students have in the classroom.

Faced with this reality, many state leaders are reconsidering their approach to assessment programs. 
Instead of designing assessment systems under the assumption that state assessments are 
not influencing teaching and learning—or that those influences are an unfortunate “cost of doing 
business”—state leaders are asking: If we know teachers and local leaders take cues from state-provided 
assessments, how can we create instructionally relevant assessments that incentivize shifts toward better 
teaching and learning?

Designing Assessments With an Emphasis on Positive 
Instructional Impact
Designing state assessments with instructional impact in mind requires reconsidering what features and 
values to prioritize in assessment design. For example, many developers of current state assessments 
view assessment tasks that require human scoring (tasks like constructed response items and 
student-written essays) as an unnecessary burden. Such tasks cost more in both money and time than 
single-select multiple choice questions and can require a great deal of coordination and capacity from 
state education agencies. In addition, the points given for these kinds of items generally get combined 
with points from much more efficient multiple choice questions in ways that limit the impact of student 
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performance of human-scored items on test scores or achievement levels. It makes sense then to devalue 
these kinds of items if the only important outcome of the test is a reliable numerical score. If, however, an 
important outcome of the assessment is building teacher capacity around understanding standards and 
disciplinary pedagogy (as they are when instructional impact is centered), human-scored performance-
based assessment items and tasks become much more valuable. Participating in scoring activities can:

• allow teachers to participate in facilitated professional learning connecting standards to 
expectations on the assessment;

• provide opportunities to practice analyzing student work;

• encourage teachers to collaborate with colleagues across classrooms, schools, and districts;

• provide examples of the kinds of performances students may need to practice during the course 
of instruction;

• foster teachers’ understanding of their own students’ strengths (if scoring their own students’ 
work); and

• disrupt deficit narratives about what their students can and cannot do.

This kind of information is much more valuable for teaching and learning than decontextualized test 
scores that often prompt teachers to turn to ineffective reteaching and remediation strategies. High-quality 
performance assessments increase the validity of scores resulting from an assessment by providing 
better insight into what students know and can do relative to the standards being measured. Moreover, 
they are a particularly compelling component of assessment programs when leaders shift from centering 
reliable and comparable scores as the only important outcome of an assessment and shift toward 
including impact on instruction as an equally important outcome.

When state leaders center instructional impact as just as important to surfacing data that can serve 
program monitoring functions, performance assessments consistently emerge as an essential 
element of many large-scale system designs. Done well, performance assessments surface evidence 
of what students know and can do in deeply authentic and meaningful ways. This leads to better 
alignment between assessments and state standards like Common Core and the Next Generation 
Science Standards, and, as a consequence, more valid assessment scores. High-quality performance 
assessments are also more relevant and meaningful to students than a diet of decontextualized selected-
response questions. Relevance can increase student engagement and perseverance through complex 
tasks and improve the assessments’ ability to surface the range of sophisticated understanding that 
diverse learners may possess. Perhaps most importantly to many state and district leaders, performance 
assessment can position large-scale assessments as tools that support high-quality teaching and 
learning by signaling features of effective learning and assessment environments and by providing actual 
classroom experiences (in the case of curriculum-embedded tasks).

When they are designed appropriately and used in conjunction with other measures, performance 
assessments can be reliably scored, generating trustworthy and comparable scores at the student and 
aggregate levels. In this report, the focus is on the use of authentic performance tasks used together 
with more standardized kinds of assessment, as this is what most systems are exploring. Many large-
scale systems—states and districts as well as national and international curricular and assessment 
programs like Advanced Placement and International Baccalaureate—use performance tasks as part 
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of their system because they elicit evidence of student thinking that is not readily surfaced through 
selected-response items and influence instruction in positive ways. When designing performance tasks 
for use in larger-scale systems, developers and leaders often emphasize certain features of assessment 
design, implementation, and scoring such as common tasks and rubrics, calibrated scoring, and rigorous 
assessment development processes that produce tasks that contribute to trustworthy student scores that 
can be aggregated and compared as needed. These features distinguish performance tasks that can be 
used to generate trustworthy and comparable scores from those that are often developed locally as part 
of meaningful instruction and lack features that would allow them to be used within large-scale systems 
(e.g., a project or task developed by an individual teacher to be used as part of coursework).

Recommendations for System Leaders
Performance assessments can transform assessment systems into forces for improved teaching and 
learning. Doing so requires that system leaders position performance assessments—and the supports 
needed for their design and use—as a valued element of both instruction and student performance. As 
leaders consider how to reorient their assessment systems toward instructional relevance, it may be 
useful to consider the following recommendations:

• Demand assessments that measure what matters. Ensure that assessments actually measure 
the higher-order thinking and problem-solving, disciplinary practices, and other deeper learning 
competencies that students need to be ready for college, careers, and citizenship.

• Recognize the transformative potential of signaling as it shapes student learning experiences. 
Large-scale assessment systems frequently make their biggest mark on instruction through their 
signaling function, influencing decisions about what gets taught, how students experience learning, 
and what success should look like. Including performance assessments in assessment systems can 
be transformative doing so encourages instructional shifts toward deeper learning.

• Leverage performance assessments strategically. Many large-scale systems that leverage 
performance assessments do so in conjunction with other assessment instruments, such as 
on-demand selected-response items. The combination of both approaches to assessment allows 
assessment designs that can sample wider coverage while still providing substantial and sufficient 
evidence of students’ ability to reason and demonstrate learning in sophisticated ways within and 
(if appropriate) across disciplines. The key is striking a strategic and effective balance and ensuring 
that performance assessments count for enough of students’ final scores that stakeholders pay 
attention to the knowledge, skills, and abilities needed to complete these tasks.

• Make the assessment worth the investment. A major element of the value proposition of 
performance assessments lies in their authenticity and educative nature—that is, how assessments 
build educators’ understanding of content and pedagogy in their disciplines. Leaders should 
prioritize the development and use of authentic, relevant, and sophisticated tasks that motivate 
students and provide a beacon of what their routine experiences in the classroom should look like. 
Leaders also should engage all classroom teachers in the development and interpretation of these 
tasks so that teachers can have access to the rich information about student thinking that such 
tasks produce and to build support for the pedagogy that enables deep learning.
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• Consider creative resource allocation to support professional learning. Many systems that center 
performance assessments emphasize the impact on teaching and learning for students. Leaders 
should also consider the potential for meaningful and sustained professional learning when making 
resource allocation and budgeting decisions. While performance assessments cost more to design 
and score than multiple choice questions, resources can be reallocated from test preparation 
and interim assessments that are essentially practice tests. Professional development time can 
also be allocated for design and scoring, as teachers consistently note the benefits of designing 
and reviewing performance assessments for their own learning and planning. Resources spent on 
meaningful performance task development and scoring can contribute to improved teacher practice 
and student learning experiences, which is likely to lead to better student outcomes than simply 
practicing the questions on a superficial final exam.

As leaders in a growing number of states and systems consider how to break the cycle of assessments 
being used to limit learning opportunities for students, they are considering a different purpose—and a 
different set of trade-offs—for their assessment system designs. Many leaders are drawing a line in the 
sand. Teaching and learning are paramount, and any assessment system that does not have a positive 
impact on teaching and learning cannot be acceptable. When leaders make positive instructional impact 
a necessary condition of high-quality assessment systems, performance assessments routinely emerge 
as an important element of system designs. Done well, and often in conjunction with other measures, 
performance assessments can provide better evidence of what students know and can do while helping 
students and teachers alike better understand how meaningful instruction should look and feel.
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Introduction
Complaints from educators about the negative effects of testing on instruction have been prominent for 
at least 2 decades, since high-stakes test-based accountability was introduced in federal law. As just 
one example, during a recent listening tour across multiple states, teachers and district instructional 
leaders were asked what kinds of changes they make to instruction and why. Although educators were 
not prompted to consider the role of state assessments, they overwhelmingly shared experiences 
that highlighted how assessment examples and results that they receive from large-scale external 
assessments, such as their statewide summative assessments and interim assessments adopted by the 
district, influence their teaching. For example, teachers reported the following:

• “I cut out the projects and extended investigations—I know my kids will probably enjoy ‘being a 
scientist,’ but if I do them, I can’t cover enough of the content in the standards for them to get the 
right answers on the test.”

• “My curriculum has a lot of students talking to each other—Socratic seminars, social work time, 
things like that. They’re never going to be able to talk to each other on a test, so I usually cut down 
on those. They need to practice the kinds of stuff they’re asked on the tests.”

• “On the test, kids have to drag and drop text boxes, so I change our classroom assessments that ask 
for drawing or adding to models to match what they have to do on the state test.”

• “I know we talk about practices and application, but people judge not only me but my kids based on 
whether they can do what’s on the state test, which is about the facts. I add test review, flashcards, 
Jeopardy!—those kinds of things. There isn’t enough time, but it’s important that my kids feel 
prepared for the test.”

These changes to instruction are sobering. Teachers frequently share that they change high-quality 
instructional materials and approaches to better match the tests. These changes typically serve to limit 
opportunities for deep, engaging, and meaningful learning.

Since the rise of state assessments whose primary function is to yield scores that can be used to 
compare schools and groups of students, most states have developed their assessment programs under 
the assumption that either: (a) state tests are not meaningfully shaping instruction, or (b), if they are, the 
information provided in score reports is sufficient to support instruction. Indeed, the prevailing guidance 
about large-scale assessments is that they should serve a program monitoring role and not be used to 
guide instruction.1 This approach reflects sound reasoning: It is hard for an external, efficient, infrequent 
assessment to play a meaningful role in guiding instruction, and many measurement experts suggest that 
state assessments should be supplemented by other supports, closer to the classroom, to provide real 
instructional support. State tests have been designed accordingly, making trade-offs that value efficiency 
and reliability over impact on teaching and learning.

While these recommendations to keep summative assessments separate from instruction might reflect 
best practice, they unfortunately do not reflect real practice. When states listen to teachers and local 
leaders, they routinely hear not only that teachers change what they teach to better match test content, 
but that teachers are often encouraged to change instruction in ways that actively trade off features of 
high-quality learning experiences for those that better match efficient testing experiences. While states 
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may not intend their assessments to have this impact, the footprint of state assessments grows each 
time a district chooses an interim assessment that promises to predict performance on the state test; 
purchases access to formative assessment item banks with questions that mirror (or often reproduce) 
released state assessment questions; or provides guidance about curriculum choices, scope and 
sequence, and time for content-specific teaching and learning that is driven by state assessment design 
and scores. The net result is a cascade of signals that position state assessments as a major driver for 
the kinds of learning experiences that students have in the classroom (see Table 1).

Faced with this reality, many states are reconsidering 
their approach to assessment programs. Instead of 
designing assessment systems under the (false, and 
known to be so) assumption that state assessments 
are not influencing teaching and learning—or that 
those influences are an unfortunate “cost of doing 
business”—state leaders are asking: If we know 
teachers and local leaders take cues from state-
provided assessments, how can we use that power 
to create assessments that incentivize shifts toward 
better teaching and learning?2 

Designing Assessments With an Emphasis on Positive 
Instructional Impact
Designing state assessments with instructional impact in mind requires reconsidering what features 
and values to prioritize in assessment design. For example, many current state assessments view tasks 
that require human scoring (tasks like constructed response items and student-written essays) as an 
unnecessary burden. They cost more in terms of both money and time to score than single-select multiple 
choice questions and can require a great deal of coordination and capacity from state education agencies. 
In addition, the points given for these kinds of items generally get combined with points from much more 
efficient multiple choice questions in ways that limit the impact of student performance of human-scored 
items on test scores or achievement levels. It makes sense then to devalue these kinds of items if the only 
important outcome of the test is a reliable score. If, however, an important outcome of the assessment 
is building teacher capacity around instructional impact by helping them understand the standards and 
their students’ responses, human-scored assessment items become much more valuable. Participating in 
scoring activities can:

• allow teachers to participate in facilitated professional learning connecting standards to 
expectations on the assessment;

• provide opportunities to practice analyzing student work;

• encourage teachers to collaborate with colleagues across classrooms, schools, and districts;

• provide examples of the kinds of performances students may need to practice during the course 
of instruction;

• foster teachers’ understanding of their own students’ strengths (if scoring their own students’ work); and

• disrupt deficit narratives about what their students can and cannot do.

State leaders are asking: If we 
know teachers and local leaders 
take cues from state-provided 
assessments, how can we use 
that power to create assessments 
that incentivize shifts toward 
better teaching and learning?
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This kind of information is much more valuable for teaching and learning than decontextualized test 
scores that often prompt teachers to turn to ineffective reteaching and remediation strategies. High-
quality performance assessments increase the validity of scores resulting from an assessment by 
providing better insight into what students know and can do relative to the standards being measured. 
Moreover, they are a particularly compelling component of assessment programs when leaders shift 
from centering reliable and comparable scores as the only important outcome of an assessment and 
shift toward including impact on instruction as an equally important outcome. Table 1 describes the ways 
different perspectives on assessment goals manifest in different assessment designs, illustrating why 
certain approaches may be more useful for different goals and priorities. Figure 1 shows a continuum of 
assessments from traditional tests to assessments of deeper learning.

When state education departments view instructional impact as just as important as producing data to 
serve program monitoring, performance assessments consistently emerge as an essential element of 
large-scale system designs. Done well, performance assessments surface evidence of what students 
know and can do in deeply authentic and meaningful ways. This leads to better alignment between 
assessments and state standards like Common Core and the Next Generation Science Standards, and, 
as a consequence, to more valid assessment scores. High-quality performance assessments are also 
more relevant and meaningful to students than a diet of decontextualized selected-response questions. 
Relevance can increase student engagement and perseverance through complex tasks and improve 
the assessments’ ability to surface the range of sophisticated understanding that diverse learners 
may possess. Perhaps most importantly to many state and district leaders, performance assessment 
can position large-scale assessments as tools that support high-quality teaching and learning by 
signaling features of effective learning and assessment environments and by providing actual classroom 
experiences (in the case of curriculum-embedded tasks). When they are designed appropriately and 
used in conjunction with other measures, performance assessments can be reliably scored, generating 
trustworthy and comparable scores at the student and aggregate levels.3

This report defines performance assessments and discusses what features of performance assessments 
make them particularly compelling to system leaders who are centering instructional impact in their 
assessment system design. It also discusses major features of performance assessments that are 
intended to be used as part of assessment designs that generate trustworthy and comparable student 
scores. Finally, it highlights existing systems that leverage performance assessments as part of high-
stakes assessment designs.
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Table 1. Trade-Offs for Assessment Design

Perspective A:
The primary focus of state 
assessment design should be on 
program monitoring. Positive 
instructional impact is nice to 
have but not a must-have.

Perspective B: 
The primary focus of state assessment design 
should be on positive instructional impact. The 
assessment should also surface program 
monitoring information, but positive impact on 
instruction is a non-negotiable.

•  Answering the question: Are students 
proficient in the standards?

•  Coverage of as many standards as 
possible

•  Aggregate scores that can be used 
for comparing overall performance for 
schools, districts, and student 
subgroups at the macro level

•  Achievement/performance-level 
descriptors relative to grade-level 
standards

•  Answering the question: How well do students 
understand and use the standards?

•  Sufficient but not comprehensive coverage, emphasis 
on opportunities to measure depth, disciplinary 
practices, and deeper learning

•  Individual and aggregate scores as well as examples of 
tasks and student work that help educators and 
leaders make shifts that improve instruction

•  Achievement/performance-level descriptors that more 
precisely pinpoint what students know and can do (e.g., 
along multiyear learning progressions)

Information 
prioritized

•  Assessment vendors and technical 
assistance partners who support test 
development, psychometrics, test 
maintenance, etc.

• Assessment vendors and technical assistance 
partners

• Teachers, LEA, and SEA capacity

• Substantial proportions of the resources are more 
directly supporting teaching and learning rather than 
only test-related activities

Funding 
allocation

•  Prioritize machine-scored items

•  Teacher involvement is a nice-to-have, 
not a must-have. Teachers may be 
invited to participate in some content 
development and review activities, but 
teacher involvement is not central to 
the goals of the assessment.

•  Prioritize teacher-scored tasks alongside 
machine-scored items

•  Teachers are an integral part of assessment 
development and scoring because participation in 
these activities builds educator understanding of 
standards and the kinds of teaching and learning 
that are needed to excel in the discipline (and on the 
assessment).

Scoring

•  Students experience the test as 
completely separate from instruction; 
they see it as an external judgment of 
their abilities in the tested area.

•  Students experience the assessment as coherent with 
their instructional experiences, and as a meaningful 
experience in its own right. The assessment is 
engaging, motivating, and connected to what students 
have been asked to engage with in the classroom.

Student 
experience

•  Prioritize selected-response items 
that can be developed and scored 
quickly and at low cost

•  Prioritize coverage; focus on the 
easiest-to-assess content

•  Acceptable trade-off that teachers, 
students, families do not see the 
assessment items and only see score 
reports

•  Include tasks that model instructional shifts and 
sophisticated performance expectations

•  Prioritize surfacing information that signals and 
provides information about the most important 
instructional shifts, including disciplinary practices, 
disciplinary sense-making, and application of concepts 
and practices to relevant situations

•  Teachers must have access to at least a subset of the 
assessment tasks to build practice and capacity

Implications for 
test design

Feature

Source: Learning Policy Institute. (2024).
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Performance Assessments as a Path to Center Assessment as 
Learning in Large-Scale Systems
Performance assessment is an approach to assessment that measures students’ knowledge, skills, 
and abilities by asking students to demonstrate their learning within real-world contexts that require 
it. Performance assessments might look like short, on-demand tasks, such as responses to an open-
ended prompt; experiences that take up to a few hours, such as laboratory investigations, writing a 
paper, or presenting ideas; or extended, in-depth projects that happen over days to months and involve 
iteration, feedback, and revision, such as conducting and presenting original research or engaging in 
multidisciplinary projects.

What makes performance assessment a particularly compelling form of assessment is the authenticity of 
the tasks that students are asked to complete.4 Performance assessments measure what students know 
and can do by asking them to apply their learning under the actual conditions under which that learning 
has relevance and value—closely approximating real-world applications and performances.5 As a result, 
performance assessments accomplish the following three objectives:

1. They emphasize depth of learning outlined in state standards by surfacing evidence of deep 
conceptual understanding, disciplinary practices, and higher-order thinking and problem-solving 
skills. Current state standards in math, English language arts (ELA) and literacy, and science 
intentionally emphasize the kinds of transferrable disciplinary understanding students need to 
be successful in college and careers. This includes engagement in disciplinary practices and the 
application of content and practice in service of authentic problem-solving and critical thinking. 
While multiple choice and other selected-response item types can provide an efficient way to sample 
the breadth of standards and discrete pieces of knowledge, performance assessments are better 
suited to measure how well students are meeting the depth that state standards expect, along 
with elements like disciplinary practices that support learning transfer and are often considered 
most relevant to students’ postsecondary success. Performance assessments can strategically 
sample multiple, specific standards in ways that attend to their disciplinary concepts and modes of 
inquiry through authentic application. In the absence of performance assessments, these aspects 
of standards are often under-assessed or ignored altogether, limiting the ways many large-scale 
assessment scores can (or should) be interpreted and used.6

2. They directly support teaching and learning while yielding information about student performance 
in aggregate. Performance assessments influence teaching and learning in the following 
important ways:

• Signaling. Rich performance tasks provide concrete examples—and direct experiences—of the 
kinds of learning and performance opportunities students should have, signaling to educators 
and leaders the kinds of instruction needed to prepare all students to be able to successfully 
complete performance tasks.7

• Curriculum Equity. Systems that integrate high-quality, curriculum-embedded performance 
assessments build curriculum equity by increasing access to sophisticated learning experiences 
for all impacted students.8 They do so by offering all students who engage with the assessment a 
meaningful, engaging, and relevant experience through the tasks themselves; providing educative 
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experiences that build teachers’ capacity for high-quality teaching and learning as they implement 
the tasks, evaluate student work, and determine how their curriculum may shift in the future; 
and giving leaders examples of what high-quality learning and performance should look like, 
supporting more effective decisions about curriculum materials, professional learning, and other 
systemic supports for teaching and learning.

• More Useful Data and Scores. Performance assessments are also incredibly information-rich: 
They simultaneously surface information about what students know and information about 
how they are thinking. When teachers look at student responses, they can see what students 
understand and can do and how they approach complex tasks requiring higher-order thinking 
skills. This kind of precise information is invaluable to teachers, students, and families who 
are interested in how to use student assessment data to improve instruction and outcomes 
for learners.9 When designed appropriately, these same tasks can yield scores that can be 
aggregated and compared across student groups to inform decisions at the school, district, and 
state levels, scored in ways that are similar to constructed and extended response items and 
essays that are common on large-scale, high-stakes assessments.10

3. They reflect parent, family, and community priorities. Students and their families routinely criticize 
assessments for being irrelevant—noting that they do not engage students in addressing authentic 
situations and problems that matter and that they do not measure student learning relative to 
goals that they care about, like problem-solving, critical thinking, and the knowledge and skills 
needed to be successful in their next steps.11 Rich performance tasks can position large-scale 
assessments to both engage students and measure learning meaningfully by asking students to 
use the knowledge and skills they have developed to make sense of an authentic problem, text, or 
real-world observations.

Defining Performance Assessment
“Performance assessment” refers to the spectrum of opportunities for students to demonstrate and 
receive feedback on what they know and are able to do through demonstrations of their knowledge, 
skills, and abilities in meaningful contexts that, together, more closely approximate how student 
learning is actually used in real-world settings.

How are performance assessments different from traditional tests? They differ in what is 
evaluated: student artifacts rather than selected responses. Performance assessments provide 
an opportunity to measure and evaluate student understanding based on student responses to 
open-ended tasks that require original student artifacts that make their thinking visible. This might 
include constructing an argument, designing solutions, performing an activity, etc. This contrasts 
with assessment approaches that rely heavily on selected responses (e.g., multiple choice), which 
tend to reduce and decontextualize student performance, leading to scores and grades that are less 
indicative of actual student understanding and abilities.

How are performance assessments different from learning experiences or activities? Performance 
assessments are distinguished from instruction because they are designed to support evaluation, 
measurement, and feedback. They include clear evaluation criteria relative to specific targets 
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and inferences and are designed to surface empirical data on what students know and can do 
that can be used for a variety of purposes related to monitoring and supporting student progress. 
Importantly, performance assessments can be learning opportunities unto themselves and provide 
ways for students to develop their knowledge and skills further while they are demonstrating their 
current abilities. In deep learning systems where student inquiry drives instructional approaches, 
performance assessments often integrate seamlessly into instruction from both student and teacher 
lenses. (See Figure 1.)

Source: Darling-Hammond, L., & Adamson, F. (2014). Beyond the bubble test: How performance assessments 
support 21st century learning. 

Figure 1. Assessment Continuum

Source: Adapted from Darling-Hammond, L. (2017). Developing and measuring higher order skills: Models for state 
performance assessment systems. Council of Chief State School Officers. 

While performance assessments can evoke ideas about extremely individualized projects and 
performances that are too personalized to provide generalizable and comparable information about 
student performance, some performance assessments are designed for comparability and used 
as highly trustworthy measures of student performance in local, state, and national systems. When 
performance assessments are used to generate scores for local, state, or national purposes, they often 
involve common tasks or sets of calibrated tasks designed for common rubrics that can be reliably used 
and scored across classrooms and contexts, allowing assessments to generate comparable evidence 
of student performance and enabling reliable scoring. Evidence from states and countries that employ 
performance assessments suggests that the systematic and well-supported use12 of performance tasks 
can serve to do the following: 

• improve both teaching and learning, 

• create curriculum equity by giving all students taking the assessment access to sophisticated and 
motivating experiences, and 

• provide important data about student progress (individually, as well as at the school and district 
level) toward the depth and breadth of state standards to inform resource allocation and 
growth strategies.13

https://doi.org/10.1002/9781119210863
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781119210863
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Designing High-Quality Performance 
Assessments for Systemic Use

Many large-scale systems—such as in states or districts, or national and international curricular 
and assessment programs like Advanced Placement (AP) and International Baccalaureate (IB)—use 
performance tasks as part of their system14 because they elicit evidence of student thinking that is 
not readily surfaced through selected-response items and serve to influence instruction in positive 
ways. When designing performance tasks for use in larger-scale systems, developers and leaders 
often emphasize certain features of assessment design, implementation, and scoring of performance 
assessments. These features include common tasks and rubrics, calibrated scoring, and rigorous 
assessment development processes to produce tasks that contribute to trustworthy student scores that 
can be aggregated and compared as needed. These features distinguish performance tasks that can 
be used to generate trustworthy and comparable scores from those that are often developed locally as 
part of meaningful instruction but should not be used within large-scale systems (e.g., a project or task 
developed by an individual teacher to be used as part of coursework).

Common Tasks and Rubrics
Nearly all formal assessment systems that employ performance assessments ask students to complete 
common tasks. This approach could include:

• asking all students to engage in the same task;

• asking students to engage in one of a set of tasks intentionally designed to measure the same 
knowledge and skills, with the specific task chosen by educators, by students, or randomly assigned;

• allowing educators to leverage tasks that are already embedded in their curriculum and that are 
aligned to content standards and designed for criteria for assessment design; or

• providing educators and students with options for equated high-quality performance assessments, 
intentionally designed to connect with content and questions in the statewide summative 
assessment, to be administered as part of instruction.

In some assessment systems, tasks are designed such that local educators can choose when to 
administer these tasks in their classrooms, based on their particular curriculum choices. In other systems, 
all students engage in common performance tasks during the same testing window, similar to how 
other standardized assessments (e.g., state summative assessments) are generally administered. In 
many instances, common curriculum-embedded performance tasks are used in conjunction with a more 
traditional on-demand assessment to balance depth, breadth, and time spent on the assessment. In 
these cases, the performance tasks and their administration are standardized enough that they can be 
used reliably to generate comparable student scores. In many ways, formal assessment systems that use 
curriculum-embedded performance tasks treat these tasks as simply another item type—one designed 
to surface better information about student thinking and performance while being held to similarly high 
standards for technical quality. See Appendix A for examples of these kinds of common assessment tasks 
employed in large-scale systems.
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Rubrics and Calibrated Scoring
Authentic performance tasks ask students to individually (and sometimes collaboratively) generate work 
in the form of essays, lab reports, math solutions, and the like. Consistent and reliable scoring processes 
depend on two equally important elements: clear, evidence-based rubrics and trustworthy, calibrated 
ratings among scorers.

• Evidence-Based, Expert-Designed Scoring Rubrics. Large-scale programs like AP, IB, the 
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), and state assessments develop rubrics 
for performance tasks based on content-specific research on how students learn; expert input, 
including expert responses to performance task prompts; task-based student work and cognitive 
labs; and the score interpretations a performance assessment is intended to support. These rubrics 
are carefully constructed, field-tested, and validated based on a wide range of student work and, 
in some cases, the statistical distribution of performance. The net result of these efforts is rubrics 
that are clear, discerning, and used to provide valid scores for student performance on open-ended 
tasks. Many programs use rubrics that are developed for competencies or learning goals (e.g., a 
rubric for investigation design in the life sciences, rather than a rubric for conducting an investigation 
of tomato plant growth) so that the same rubric may be used across many tasks, affording the 
possibility of a higher degree of comparability across different tasks.15 In some programs, these 
more general rubrics are adapted to the specifics of a given task to aid reviewers in their ratings.

• Scoring Approaches. Reliable scoring can be accomplished in a number of ways, all of which 
depend on effective rating of student responses against well-designed rubrics. States, districts, 
and programs that use performance tasks invest heavily in training raters to ensure that they 
develop a shared conceptual understanding of the assessment target, a common interpretation 
of rubric-specified criteria for student performance, unbiased interpretation of evidence of student 
performance in student work, and consistency across raters in terms of how they apply each rubric to 
make judgments about student work. Some programs rely on raters expert in content and pedagogy 
to build the training upon a strong conceptual foundation. In other circumstances, programs focus 
on extensive calibration across panels of trained educators such that rating student responses can 
be distributed across a wider range of raters and can contribute to meaningful professional learning 
for teachers. In cases where centrally trained experts and educators are scoring student work, 
multiple raters will often score each piece of work, either developing a consensus score, calculating 
interrater reliability, or both. Some school systems allow trained local teachers to score student work 
and employ a central audit of a certain representative sample of scored work to ensure consistency 
and interrater reliability. In nearly all cases, these processes make use of expert-vetted student work 
benchmarks to anchor scorer training and calibration as well as validation of scoring itself.
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Rigorous Assessment Development Processes
Developing high-quality performance assessments is 
an intensive process.16 Before tasks are even outlined, 
the development process involves unpacking content 
and performance standards (e.g., state standards, 
21st-century skills, and competencies) to understand 
what knowledge, abilities, or performances are to be 
measured by assessments and what kind of evidence of 
student performance tasks must elicit to determine the 
degree to which students have progressed toward those 
targets. Once developers have a clear understanding of 
student learning expectations and the specific targets 
for assessment tasks, they develop criteria and features of tasks designed for those targets, specifying 
the kinds of stimuli and prompts that need to be given, how to surface thinking at appropriate levels of 
sophistication, and what knowledge and skills are within and out of bounds for the assessment. When 
assessment tasks are drafted to meet these criteria, they are reviewed by educators and field-tested 
with educators and a diverse set of students to ensure that the tasks are functioning the way they 
were designed. Final decisions about including performance tasks within assessment systems involve 
considering alignment to standards and item or task performance statistics, as well as evaluation of 
student work, data from cognitive labs, and observations of students and teachers.

Tuning Performance Assessments Based on Purpose
Performance assessments can be powerful tools for transforming teaching and learning in K–12 systems. 
One of the strengths of taking a performance-based approach to assessment is that performance 
assessments can be designed to surface evidence of a wide range of student knowledge, skills, and 
abilities for a number of purposes. For example, a student portfolio and defense might be appropriate as 
part of the case for student readiness for graduation or advancement, but it might not be as useful as 
a stand-alone curriculum-embedded task for assessing progress at a particular point in time. Given the 
range of purposes and forms that performance assessments can take, it can be helpful to think about 
performance assessments as being governed by a set of constants (see Figure 2) that distinguish high-
quality performance tasks from other kinds of assessment and a series of knobs (see Figure 3) that can 
be turned depending on the purposes and intended uses of the assessment. Constants and knobs can be 
understood as follows:

• Constants: common features that are true of all high-quality performance assessments. Effectively, 
these are what characterize, or set apart, performance assessments. Constants represent the “non-
negotiables” of high-quality performance assessments. These features ensure that performance 
assessments are trustworthy measures of student learning.

• Knobs: variable features to which performance assessments can—but do not always—attend. A given 
high-quality performance assessment may foreground some knobs and background others, and no 
single assessment task will equally attend to all knobs. Over time, performance assessments can be 
designed such that a complete picture of student learning is surfaced across the system. 

The development process 
involves unpacking content 
and performance standards to 
understand what knowledge, 
abilities, or performances are 
to be measured.
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These features help to make performance assessments valid and useful measures of student learning. 
Together, these common and variable features provide a framework for understanding how to design, use, 
and interpret performance assessments within K–12 systems.

Figure 2. Constants or “Non-Negotiables” for Performance AssessmentsConstants: "non-negotiables" for performance assessments

Knobs to turn based on philosophy, priority, purpose, and goals

Designed to meet 
targeted 

expectations

Open-ended and 
generative

Equitable, fair, 
and accessible 

to all

Requires 
authentic 

sense-making

Include clear 
evaluation criteria 
(e.g., rubrics) that 
reflect the specific 
inferences to be 

made

Audience authenticity

Student choice/agency

Student identity

Disciplinary sophistication

Transfer

Task authenticity/real-world 
nature of the task/problem

Creativity

Collaboration

Integration across domains 
(content, SEL)

Opportunities for 
student reflection

Range of evidence 
generated and used

Coverage (depth/breadth)

Source: Learning Policy Institute. (2024).

Figure 3. Knobs to Adjust for Performance Assessments

Constants: "non-negotiables" for performance assessments
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Source: Learning Policy Institute. (2024).



12 LEARNING POLICY INSTITUTE  |  INSTRUCTIONALLY RELEVANT ASSESSMENT SYSTEMS

Constants and Knobs Used to Tune Performance Assessments Based 
on Purpose
Constants

Across different assessment purposes, all high-quality performance assessments include common 
features such as the following:

• Designed for Appropriate, Targeted, and High Expectations. Performance assessments are 
designed for and aligned to the standards, expectations, targets, and competencies they 
are designed to assess, in accordance with best practices of the discipline(s). Importantly, 
high-quality performance assessments are designed to assess student performance relative to 
high expectations. They provide an opportunity to lift the ceiling on student performance, rather 
than lower the floor.

• Are Open-Ended and Generative. Performance assessments ask students to create artifacts 
that make facets of student thinking (including targeted knowledge, skills, and abilities [KSAs]) 
visible at a range of levels; are evaluated relative to the targeted expectations, in order to 
successfully respond to the assessment task; and focus on activities and behaviors that center 
sense-making and meaning-making.

• Are Equitable, Fair, and Accessible to All Students. All high-quality performance assessments 
meet common, baseline requirements for equitable and fair assessments: They are accessible, 
free from bias, and include supports that enable diverse learners to demonstrate what they 
do know and what they can do. Moreover, many high-quality performance assessments also 
intentionally provide avenues for student agency and identities to be lifted up as an important 
and valued component of engaging in the assessments in ways that are appropriate to the 
format, purpose, and scope of the assessment task.

• Require Authentic Student Sense-Making. Performance assessments ask students to engage 
in activities that are authentic (to the world and to the discipline[s] being assessed), rigorous, 
and require students to make their KSAs visible through the process of making sense of 
phenomena and problems. Well-designed performance tasks ensure that students’ diverse 
experiences are valued components of the sense-making shown.

• Include Clear Evaluation Criteria. These clear criteria (e.g., rubrics, scoring guidance) reflect 
the expectations assessed and specific inferences to be made. Performance assessment tasks 
are designed to help appropriate interest holders (including students and other users of the 
information) make specific claims about student performance that are aligned to the targeted 
expectations. Evaluation processes, criteria, and reports (e.g., rubrics, scores, achievement or 
performance level descriptors) specifically connect to an appropriate range of student work to 
inform those claims.



LEARNING POLICY INSTITUTE  |  INSTRUCTIONALLY RELEVANT ASSESSMENT SYSTEMS 13

Knobs

In addition to these common features, performance assessments can be designed to highlight, 
support, and measure particular additional competencies that are essential for college, career, and 
civic readiness. While no single performance task will measure all of these features equally, a series 
of performance tasks can together, over time, reveal a complete picture of student learning. These 
variable features include the following:

• Student Choice/Agency. The degree to which students have ownership over the why, what, and 
how of the assessment task.

• Connection to Student Identities. The degree to which students’ cultural and intellectual 
conceptualizations of themselves are engaged as an important part of the task.

• Disciplinary Sophistication of the Performance. The degree to which the task engages 
students in complexity, nuance, and uncertainty authentic to the discipline(s) the task is 
situated within.

• Authenticity to the Real World. How real the problem, phenomenon, and task is, including 
whether an authentic audience is included during students’ development of evidence that 
meets the asks of the task.

• Transfer. The degree to which tasks require the application of KSAs in contexts that are 
different than the learning context(s).

• Creativity. The level of non-routine sense-making that tasks allow or require, building from a 
foundational understanding of content knowledge.

• Collaboration. The degree to which artifacts produced are the result of and indicate 
effective collaboration.

• Integration Across Domains. The degree to which multiple content areas (within or across 
disciplines) are integrated in the student work to be generated.

• Student Reflection and Metacognition. The degree to which student reflection and 
metacognition on their own progress, growth, and performance is an explicitly important part of 
the task (e.g., opportunities are offered for self-assessment, revision, subsequent goal-setting).

• Range of Evidence Generated and Used. The quantity and types of artifacts and the time 
period over which they are generated (e.g., portfolios or individual tasks, iterative artifacts 
developed in response to feedback).

• Coverage. The depth and breadth of targeted expectations included in an assessment, relative 
to the full range of student expectations (e.g., given the full set of KSAs and dispositions 
targeted for a unit or course, what proportion of KSAs are students asked to demonstrate on a 
given assessment task/assessment instrument, such as a final project or exam?).

Source: Learning Policy Institute. (2024).
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Performance Tasks in Action in Large-Scale Programs
Many large-scale programs already incorporate sophisticated performance tasks as part of their current 
assessment designs. By examining why and how these systems currently use performance assessments, 
we can better understand how performance assessments can be designed to contribute to higher-quality 
assessments that intentionally support meaningful teaching and learning. Some examples of large-scale 
programs using performance tasks are the following:

• Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium. In Smarter Balanced assessments, students complete 
short performance tasks in English language arts (ELA) and math as a significant part of their 
summative test score. These tasks, defined by the fact that they do not include selected-response 
items, ask students to integrate their understanding of content and practice across multiple 
standards in service of authentic scenarios and problems. The ELA test includes a 2-period research 
and writing task in which students have to bring evidence to bear in making a case about a particular 
problem. The math test includes a 1-period task in which students need to solve a problem, such as 
determining where to go on a field trip given the costs of different options, or how to design a garden 
given the size of the space and the needs of different kinds of plants. These tasks are completed 
independently by students, and student work is human-scored against validated rubrics. These 
scores then contribute score points to the overall raw and scaled scores for student performance.

• Massachusetts Innovative Science Assessment. Under the U.S. Department of Education’s 
Innovative Assessment Demonstration Authority (IADA), Massachusetts is developing an innovative 
summative assessment in science that relies on simulation-based on-demand performance tasks. 
These individual performance tasks, in conjunction with a shortened version of the state’s current 
science assessment (Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System—MCAS Science), will be 
used to generate individual student scores that can be used to meet current federal requirements for 
assessments. The state is currently exploring complementing its innovative summative assessment 
with curriculum-embedded performance tasks that include collaborative elements as well as 
individual student work and allow concrete feedback for high-quality teaching and learning. Both 
the on-demand simulation-based performance tasks, as well as the extended curriculum-embedded 
performance tasks, leverage carefully developed common assessment tasks to better align to the 
state’s science standards and provide more valid and useful data than the current summative 
assessment alone.

• Performance Assessments in Advanced Placement (AP) Assessments. Several AP course 
assessments—used across a wide range of curricular, demographic, and geographic contexts—use 
performance assessments as a significant component of students’ final scores. For example, AP 
Computer Science Principles (CSP) requires that students create a computer program during class 
that solves a problem, supports an innovation, explores a personal interest, or expresses creativity. 
This requirement includes both individual and collaborative components: Students are allowed to 
collaborate with peers on the development of the program and must submit an individual written 
description and video. These performance tasks are centrally scored by experienced, trained, 
and calibrated educator reviewers—just like other open-ended AP exam items—and contribute to 
students’ overall course scores, which can then be used by colleges and universities for course 

https://smarterbalanced.org
https://apcentral.collegeboard.org/media/pdf/ap-computer-science-principles-course-and-exam-description.pdf
https://apcentral.collegeboard.org/media/pdf/ap-computer-science-principles-course-and-exam-description.pdf
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credit. AP CSP leverages the authenticity of the task and clear guidelines for the computer program 
to ensure that the task can be completed in different ways by students and still generate comparable 
student scores.

Similarly, the AP Research and AP Seminar courses require students to submit a digital portfolio 
of multiple curriculum-embedded performance tasks (e.g., individual research report, individual 
and team presentations, oral defense, evidence-based arguments). These tasks are scored by a 
combination of students’ own teachers and centralized expert educators, all of whom have been 
trained and certified to implement and evaluate the performance tasks. Like AP CSP, AP Research 
and AP Seminar rely on authentic tasks with clear evaluation criteria, allowing for flexible but 
comparable teaching, learning, and student performance. The College Board is currently exploring 
including performance assessments on a much wider range of AP courses, using similar design, 
implementation, and scoring approaches.

• Performance Assessments in International Baccalaureate (IB) Courses. Students complete a wide 
range of assessment tasks that are performance based, including open-ended essay examinations, 
portfolios of work, projects, and research investigations. These are scored by trained teachers using 
rubrics or other standardized tools for evaluation in a process that is moderated to ensure that 
judgments are reliable. A hallmark of IB assessment is that it strives always to be authentic, placing 
a high value on testing what is important in a way that reflects the real world.

• New York Performance Standards Consortium. In the New York Performance Standards Consortium, 
graduating students complete Performance-Based Assessment Tasks (PBATs) including an analytic 
essay on literature, an original scientific investigation, problem-solving in higher-level math, and 
an original social studies research paper. These tasks are developed as part of students’ ongoing 
curriculum-embedded experiences, and they are evaluated based on rigorously developed common 
disciplinary rubrics used for both written presentations and oral defenses of their work. The 
development and calibration processes for the rubrics ensure scoring reliability across learning 
contexts and projects. Research suggests that because of the Consortium’s sophisticated and 
comprehensive support for performance assessment throughout students’ high school experiences, 
student performance on graduation PBATs can be effectively used to support college admissions 
and success, serving as an indicator of their validity.17

• New York State Regents Exams. New York’s Regents Exams include common, on-demand 
performance task components for a range of subject areas that are used as part of students’ 
summative scores. For example, students develop written text-based arguments on ELA 
assessments, respond to document-based questions on history assessments, and develop 
explanations for phenomena and problems on science assessments. These open-ended tasks 
are collaboratively developed by educators and assessment development staff and are scored by 
teachers who receive training and use detailed scoring rubrics. Scores are audited and validated by 
the state.

https://apcentral.collegeboard.org/courses/ap-capstone
https://www.ibo.org/
http://www.performanceassessment.org/
https://www.nysed.gov/state-assessment/high-school-regents-examinations
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Curriculum-Anchored Assessments Across the State Performance 
Assessment Learning Community
A growing number of states are seeking to establish performance assessment systems that are 
anchored in the learning progressions and activities embedded within high-quality curriculum. With 
the rise of states establishing policies and investments that promote high-quality instructional 
materials and professional learning, leaders have a unique opportunity to build assessment systems 
that are coherent with teaching and learning policies that can, together, advance deeper learning 
more effectively than through assessment and accountability approaches alone.

While the specific assessment strategies that states are using vary by context, nearly all states 
pursuing this model are making available high-quality and common curriculum-embedded 
performance tasks and rubrics that are intentionally designed to be coherent with a range of high-
quality and vetted curriculum materials. In some cases, state strategies focus on supporting the 
implementation and use of these curriculum-embedded tasks through:

• local performance assessment requirements or state-provided interim assessment systems;

• statewide scoring and interpretation support;

• guidance for principled adaptation of a range of high-quality curricula to promote effective 
instructional shifts, based on student work analysis; and

• development of a vetted library of curriculum-anchored assessment tasks that are tagged 
to different curricula, with instructional materials—specific guidance for timing, use, 
and interpretation.

In other cases, states are seeking to directly incorporate student performance on these tasks 
into summative assessment scores. In addition to considering how to incorporate scores on the 
performance task directly into student summative scores, many states are considering a direct 
link between curriculum-based activities and the on-demand summative assessment as a way for 
curriculum-embedded performance tasks to have consequential impact on student scores. This 
might look like: (a) including summative assessment items that ask students to reflect on data/
outcomes from a curriculum-embedded performance task, (b) including phenomena or problems 
students explored in curriculum-embedded settings, or (c) leveraging the kinds of simulations and 
technology students experience on a curriculum-embedded performance task within summative 
assessments. This approach allows the tasks used to be relatively flexible and transparent—teachers 
can decide when and how to administer the assessments and can immediately see how students 
performed on the task to inform next steps in instruction—while still counting student engagement in 
sophisticated performances as part of their overall summative scores.

Source: Learning Policy Institute. (2024).
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Another approach to performance assessments integrates them as a central element of instructional 
materials and curricular experiences, graduation pathways, and resources made available systemically to 
teachers. These include:

• Inquiry Units and High-Quality Instructional Materials. One primary purpose of performance 
assessment is to drive high-quality, inquiry-oriented teaching and learning. Instructional units 
that center student-driven approaches can include embedded performance assessments, such 
that assessment is completely coherent with students’ learning experiences. In inquiry units that 
leverage embedded performance assessments, the assessments themselves advance progress 
along learning progressions by simultaneously providing learning opportunities and feedback that is 
connected to concrete and actionable next steps for teachers and students. For example, OpenSciEd 
instructional materials are designed to engage students in making sense of science phenomena 
as the primary mechanism to develop their understanding of science concepts and practices. 
Embedded within each inquiry unit are robust formative and summative tasks that ask students to 
plan and carry out investigations, develop and revise models, and engage in argumentation to hone 
explanations for observations that they make. From the student perspective, these assessment 
opportunities are seamless with learning; they are the part of the process of figuring out why 
something happens. From the teacher perspective, these embedded assessments include clear 
guidance for how to interpret ranges of student responses, what feedback to share with students, 
and what next steps should be taken as part of daily instruction.

Similarly, the Multiple Literacies in Project-Based Learning (ML-PBL) approach to teaching science 
in elementary school engages students in inquiry units and embedded performance assessments 
that integrate science, math, ELA, and literacy and emphasize social-emotional learning. Students 
progress toward science, math, and ELA standards through collaborative investigations of questions 
like “Why do I see so many squirrels but can’t find any stegosauruses?” An assessment in ML-PBL 
might look like creating a short story to share a model of environmental change based on fossil 
evidence and students’ understanding of environmental impact on living things. As with OpenSciEd, 
ML-PBL assessments offer students an engaging and meaningful learning experience as well as 
a way to demonstrate what they have mastered to date. For teachers, they open a window into 
cross-disciplinary competencies as well as into student ability to work with others, iterate and 
respond to new information, and creatively problem-solve. The materials are designed to provide 
just-in-time information linked to next steps within the learning sequence. Research on curriculum 
efficacy showed that students engaged with ML-PBL outperformed their peers on statewide science 
assessment measures, and students more frequently noted the value of collaboration and reflection 
on their learning.18

• Common Performance Tasks. Another effective way to build performance assessments into 
K–12 systems is through the use of common performance tasks that can be used across curricula, 
classrooms, and instructional contexts. For example, the Balanced Assessment in Mathematics 
includes a series of carefully designed, curriculum-agnostic performance tasks designed for math 
learning progressions, along with instructional supports for interpretation and next steps that 
teachers can use as appropriate in their classrooms.

https://www.openscied.org/
https://www.lucasedresearch.org/grant-awards/multiple-literacies-in-project-based-learning/
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Common performance tasks can also be useful components of statewide assessment systems, 
used either in tandem with selected-response items, such as the essay questions or constructed-/
extended-response items included on many large-scale assessments, or as a replacement for 
some end-of-instruction tests. For example, in New Hampshire, the Performance Assessment of 
Competency Education innovative assessment and accountability pilot uses local performance 
tasks and common performance tasks across districts in lieu of a portion of math, ELA, and science 
end-of-year assessments. These common tasks are designed to be embedded directly as part of 
classroom activities, and are validated with limited, periodic standardized assessments. The use 
of common assessment tasks allows for comparisons to be made across classrooms and schools, 
while supporting more meaningful teaching and learning.

• Capstone Projects and Tasks. Inquiry units and common performance tasks lean into the value of 
common performance-based approaches to teaching and learning for all students engaged with 
those activities. Capstone projects offer students the opportunity to engage in rigorous inquiries 
(e.g., research projects, extended papers, community-based projects) that are individualized to 
students, allowing them to pursue a topic or question of personal relevance. Capstone projects 
are often evaluated using common rubrics that include targets for disciplinary learning as well 
as demonstration of 21st-century skills, allowing these experiences to contribute to students’ 
demonstration of mastery and readiness for next steps. For example, in Oakland Unified School 
District, students complete an original research-based capstone project as part of their graduation 
requirements, intended to demonstrate student competencies aligned to the district’s profile of 
a graduate. Students pursue projects that have meaning to them, and these projects are often 
community based and civically minded. To support evaluation of these individualized efforts, the 
district uses common rubrics for writing, oral presentation, and field research. The emphasis on 
the common higher-order skills that are needed across inter- and cross-disciplinary projects allows 
students to pursue different topics with a common progress- and mastery-monitoring system 
in place.

• Student Portfolios and Defense. Portfolios of learning allow students to curate a set of evidence 
over time and across performance assessment opportunities to demonstrate competencies/
standards. Portfolios leverage tenets of performance assessment in two ways. First, curriculum-
embedded performance assessments, such as papers and project artifacts, are often the basis for 
the evidence students collect as demonstration of the targeted competencies. Second, the act of 
curating and defending the portfolio—often requiring students to demonstrate features like growth 
and problem-solving—is a performance assessment that asks students to self-reflect and engage 
deeply with their learning journey and their understanding of the competencies they are seeking to 
show. For example, in Los Angeles Unified School District, students collect artifacts and evidence 
of their content knowledge and growth while in high school, reflect on those artifacts, and present 
this evidence along with a reflection to a panel of peers, educators, and community members.19 
This panel determines each student’s readiness to graduate from high school using a shared rubric 
to assess the quality of the student’s artifacts and presentation. Artifacts may be drawn from 
coursework within a class or across classes and years, internships associated with their graduation 
pathway, and other activities outside of formal schoolwork that can be used as evidence for mastery 
of learning targets (e.g., set design for a school play).

https://www.education.nh.gov/who-we-are/division-of-learner-support/bureau-of-instructional-support/performance-assessment-for-competency-education
https://www.education.nh.gov/who-we-are/division-of-learner-support/bureau-of-instructional-support/performance-assessment-for-competency-education
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/sites/default/files/product-files/CPAC_Performance_Assessments_Student_Learning_CS_OUSD_REPORT.pdf
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/sites/default/files/product-files/CPAC_Performance_Assessments_Student_Learning_CS_OUSD_REPORT.pdf
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Recommendations for System Leaders
Performance assessments can transform assessment 
systems into forces for improved teaching and learning. 
Doing so requires that system leaders position 
performance assessments—and the supports needed 
for their design and use—as a valued element of both 
instruction and student performance. As leaders 
consider how to reorient their assessment systems 
toward instructional relevance, they can keep in mind the 
following recommendations:

• Demand assessments that measure what matters. Ensure that assessments actually measure 
the higher-order thinking and problem-solving, disciplinary practices, and other deeper learning 
competencies that are needed for students to be ready for college, careers, and citizenship. Too 
often, large-scale assessment systems are designed with easy scoring in mind, leading to multiple 
choice assessments that are readily scored with no room for interpretation. However, prioritizing 
the ease of scoring over scores that actually reflect important aspects of students’ knowledge, 
skills, and abilities (KSAs) leads to assessments that teachers, students, and families cannot 
use to meaningfully guide student learning. At best, this renders assessment systems irrelevant 
to stakeholders they are meant to support; at worst, this leads to assessment systems that 
drive educators and leaders to pursue ineffective strategies in an effort to chase an inaccurate 
representation of student success.

• Recognize the transformative potential of signaling and student experience. High-quality 
performance assessments will almost certainly ensure that student scores are more reflective 
of what students know and can do in the tested discipline. Important as this is, it may not be the 
biggest value-add of performance assessments within formal assessment systems. Large-scale 
assessment systems, which are often complementary to more instructionally sensitive measures 
that happen on an ongoing basis in the classroom, frequently make their biggest mark on instruction 
through their signaling function, influencing decisions about what gets taught, how students 
experience learning, and what success should look like. Including performance assessments in 
assessment systems can be transformative because doing so encourages instructional shifts toward 
deeper learning. Traditional large-scale assessments that rely heavily on selected-response items 
can limit instruction by narrowing curricula and incentivizing school systems to prioritize short-term 
regurgitation of facts and procedures rather than the deep engagement that leads to sustained 
learning and retention.

• Leverage performance assessments strategically. Many large-scale systems that leverage 
performance assessments do so in conjunction with other assessment instruments, such as 
on-demand selected-response items. The combination of both approaches to assessment 
allows assessment designs that can sample wider coverage while still providing substantial and 
sufficient evidence of students’ ability to reason in sophisticated ways within and (if appropriate) 
across disciplines. The key is striking a strategic and effective balance by ensuring performance 
assessments are communicated and counted for enough of students’ final scores that stakeholders 

Performance assessments can 
transform assessment systems 
into forces for improved 
teaching and learning. 
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pay attention to the KSAs needed to complete performance tasks on a given assessment, while 
providing space for other assessment items to measure sufficient breadth. Consider emphasizing 
the role of performance assessments by designing assessment blueprints that allocate sufficient 
time and score points to meaningful performance tasks, releasing high-quality performance tasks 
and anonymous student responses reflecting various levels of performance as part of released 
and annotated items, and prioritizing the importance and role of performance tasks in system-led 
communication and professional learning opportunities.

• Make the assessment worth the investment. A major element of the value proposition of 
performance assessments is their authenticity and educative nature. Leaders should consider 
leaning into the assets of performance-based assessments by prioritizing the development and 
use of authentic, relevant, and sophisticated tasks that motivate students and provide a beacon of 
what their routine experiences in the classroom should look like. Leaders also should engage all 
classroom teachers in the development and interpretation of these tasks so that teachers can have 
access to the rich information about student thinking that such tasks produce and to build support 
for the pedagogy that enables deep learning.

When performance assessment systems have failed to drive lasting change, they have done so 
not because they were not feasible to design and implement, but because they were implemented 
in ways that did not maximize what these kinds of assessments offer. Many large-scale systems 
sacrifice the assets of performance assessments—measuring deeper learning, insight into student 
thinking, relevance and authenticity—in the name of test security and easy scoring. When they do 
so, system managers eventually have to ask educators, leaders, and even administrative staff to 
commit more time and resources to implementing the assessments while producing very similar 
information to traditional assessments dominated by selected-response items—often in the form 
of decontextualized scores. When performance assessments are not positioned to provide further 
insight about student thinking, it can be difficult for educators and leaders to see why performance 
assessments are worth the investment.

• Consider creative resource allocation. Many systems that center performance assessments 
emphasize the impact on teaching and learning for students, and also recognize the potential for 
meaningful and sustained professional learning, when making resource allocation and budgeting 
decisions. While performance assessments cost more to design and score than multiple choice 
questions, resources can be reallocated from test preparation and interim assessments that 
are essentially practice tests. Professional development time can also be allocated for design 
and scoring, as teachers consistently note the benefits of designing and reviewing performance 
assessments for their own learning and planning.20 Resources spent on meaningful performance 
task development and scoring can contribute to better teacher professional development and 
student learning experiences—which is likely to lead to better student outcomes than simply 
practicing the questions on a superficial final exam.
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Conclusion
As a growing number of states and systems consider how to break the habit of assessments being used 
to limit learning opportunities for students, leaders are considering a different purpose—and a different 
set of trade-offs—for their assessment system designs. Many leaders are drawing a line in the sand, 
saying that teaching and learning are paramount, and any assessment system that does not have a 
positive impact on teaching and learning cannot be acceptable. When leaders make positive instructional 
impact a necessary condition of high-quality assessment systems, performance assessments routinely 
emerge as an important element of system designs. Done well, and in conjunction with other measures, 
performance assessments can provide better evidence of what students know and can do while helping 
students and teachers alike better understand how meaningful instruction should look and feel.

As with any system, the devil is in the details. Designing instructionally relevant performance assessments 
that can be meaningfully used at scale requires keeping calibration, consistency, and quality in mind 
as core design features. Doing so—by focusing on rigorous development processes as well as rubric 
development and scoring calibration—can help transform assessment systems from a “necessary evil” or 
an ineffective postmortem analysis of instruction to a true partner in learning.
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Appendix A: Performance Assessment 
System Details and Sample Tasks

This appendix includes six examples of assessment systems that leverage performance tasks as a 
substantial component of the system. These examples are:

1. AP Computer Science Principles (see Table A1)

2. Massachusetts Innovative Science Assessment (see Table A2)

3. New York Performance Standards Consortium (see Table A3)

4. New York State Regents Exam (see Table A4)

5. Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium Performance Tasks (see Table A5)

6. Washington Civics Assessment (see Table A6)

Table A1. AP Computer Science Principles

Advanced Placement Computer Science Principles

What does the 
performance 
assessment look like?

Students develop an app/computer program to address a student-
selected purpose based on an authentic problem or their individual 
and group interests. Students independently or collaboratively develop 
the program code, acknowledging collaborators. When students submit 
their app, their code is accompanied by an independently developed 
video submission that illustrates the program running, including 
inputs, functionality, and outputs. They also independently submit four 
written responses describing: (1) the purpose, functionality, inputs, and 
outputs of the program; and (2) analysis of elements of the program 
code (lists, algorithm, testing) that highlight specific knowledge skills 
related to computer science. 

How is the performance 
assessment used?

This performance task is administered during the school year as part 
of classroom activities. It is uploaded to a digital portfolio and scored 
by expert educator raters. Student performance on the task is included 
as a significant portion (30%) of the calculation of the student’s overall 
score (scale of 1–5), in conjunction with an on-demand assessment 
that comprises largely selected-response items. 

How is the performance 
assessment developed?

The performance task is developed through a rigorous principled design 
approach and is designed around a set of criteria for high-quality 
performance, drawn from the standards for the course. By focusing 
on alignment of the assessment to these criteria and standards, 
the task is able to be flexible to attend to student interest and local 
curricula while generating comparable student data that can be used to 
contribute to the high-stakes scores. 
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Advanced Placement Computer Science Principles

How is the performance 
assessment scored? 

Each task is scored against a detailed rubric that includes the learning 
objectives assessed, six scoring criteria, and decision rules for making 
a determination about score points awarded. Each task is scored by 
expert AP raters who have been extensively trained on the use of AP 
CSP rubrics for the performance task. 

What knobs does this 
task prioritize?

Student interest, disciplinary authenticity, disciplinary sophistication, 
collaboration, creativity.

Source: College Board. (2020). AP computer science principles: Course and exam description.

Table A2. Massachusetts Innovative Science Assessment

Massachusetts Innovative Science Assessment

What does the 
performance 
assessment look like?

The innovative science assessment uses scenario-based simulations to 
approximate real-world scenarios for students to figure out. Students engage 
with the scenarios and simulations, answering a coherent set of questions 
that leverage creative item types, technology enhanced items, and open-
ended responses. These tasks may ask students to design an experiment, 
use a simulation to conduct an investigation or test a design solution, 
evaluate claims or observations, etc. Massachusetts is also piloting a 
curriculum-embedded component that links the summative assessment 
with features of high-quality instruction more directly, including simulations 
and collaborative sense-making opportunities in integrated tasks. 

How is the 
performance 
assessment used?

The simulation-based performance tasks comprise the bulk of students’ 
on-demand summative assessment in the IADA pilot. Together with a 
shortened version of the existing science Massachusetts Comprehensive 
Assessment System or “existing science state assessments (MCAS), these 
performance tasks contribute to individual student scores. 

How is the 
performance 
assessment 
developed?

Each task is developed using an evidence-centered design approach by the 
state’s assessment vendor. Tasks are designed and reviewed for alignment 
to standards, bias and sensitivity concerns, language accessibility, and 
developmental appropriateness. 

How is the 
performance 
assessment scored? 

Tasks are scored centrally by expert scorers. Each task is scored against 
an answer key and scoring guide that includes the learning objectives 
assessed, scoring criteria, and narrative to support decisions about 
awarding each score point. Scoring guidance also includes sample student 
work at each scoring level to support normed scoring practices. 

https://apcentral.collegeboard.org/media/pdf/ap21-sg-computer-science-principles.pdf?course=ap-computer-science-principles
https://apcentral.collegeboard.org/media/pdf/ap-computer-science-principles-course-and-exam-description.pdf
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Massachusetts Innovative Science Assessment

What knobs does this 
assessment prioritize?

Disciplinary sophistication, transfer.

Part 1:
Individual

Work

Part 2: Group
investigations

Part 3: 
Individually 
putting the 

process 
together

In this classroom performance task, students are
asked to consider the increase in concussions
young people are experiencing in youth and 
professional soccer. The task asks them to 
make a recommendation about whether headers
(when heads collide with the soccer ball) should
be banned in the sport.

After reading short introductory material about
the phenomenon and watching a short video,
students are asked to complete three sets of
activities:
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Source: Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education. (2024). Science and technology/
engineering assessment resources.

Table A3. New York Performance Standards Consortium—
Performance-Based Assessment Tasks

New York Performance Standards Consortium—Performance-Based Assessment Tasks (PBATs)

What does the 
performance 
assessment look like?

Performance assessments are administered in each core content area 
and include a written paper and oral defense of an extended disciplinary 
activity (e.g., mathematical problem-solving, analytical essay, original 
science investigation, research paper). The tasks are flexible and 
designed in collaboration between students and teachers. 

How is the performance 
assessment used?

The graduation-level PBATs are used to provide a summative evaluation 
of student performance. These PBATs are part of a comprehensive 
system that includes instructionally embedded performance 
assessments and disciplinary inquiry throughout classroom instruction, 
building toward these culminating performance tasks. 

How is the performance 
assessment 
developed?

PBATs are collaboratively developed among teachers and students, 
intended to be responsive to student interests while maintaining rigor. 
Performance tasks grow out of meaningful work being pursued in 
the classroom and are subject to extensive vetting through cross-site 
moderation studies during which Consortium teachers evaluate 
tasks, rubrics, and student work to norm on task quality. Tasks are 
also externally vetted by evaluators and superintendents from each 
participating school district. 

https://www.doe.mass.edu/stem/ste/assess-resources.html
https://www.doe.mass.edu/stem/ste/assess-resources.html
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New York Performance Standards Consortium—Performance-Based Assessment Tasks (PBATs)

How is the performance 
assessment scored? 

Performance tasks—both written and oral components—are scored by 
local teachers and external evaluators using common, validated rubrics 
for each task type. 

What knobs does this 
assessment prioritize?

Student interest, disciplinary authenticity, disciplinary sophistication, 
audience authenticity, integration across domains, transfer.

Mathematics PBAT (sample materials)
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New York Performance Standards Consortium—Performance-Based Assessment Tasks (PBATs)

Source: Information about PBAT design and use, as well as libraries of rubrics and student work, can be found at New 
York Performance Standards Consortium (accessed 09/06/2024).

https://www.performanceassessment.org/
https://www.performanceassessment.org/
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Table A4. New York State Regents Exams

New York State Regents Exams

What does the 
performance 
assessment look like?

There are performance-based components of several Regents exams, 
including English, history, and science courses. In each case, the 
tasks are short, on-demand activities that ask students to engage with 
meaningful stimuli (texts, document-based sources, science problems 
and phenomena) and generate work to make sense of the stimulus. 
This may look like a written argument, scientific explanation, etc. 

How is the performance 
assessment used?

The performance assessments are scored and used as part of 
students’ summative assessment score. 

How is the performance 
assessment 
developed?

Performance tasks are developed through a collaboration between 
the state education agency and educators. The tasks are developed 
using detailed assessment development routines that ensure tasks are 
designed for state standards, and are both developed and reviewed by 
trained educators throughout the process. 

How is the performance 
assessment scored? 

Performance tasks are scored by local teachers (i.e., teachers at the 
students’ own school) using: (1) detailed rubric guidance that is specific 
to each question/task being scored and (2) model responses to each 
question, intended to support teacher understanding of less common 
student responses to open-ended tasks. Samples of teacher-scored 
work are submitted to the state for auditing and validation purposes. 

What knobs does this 
assessment prioritize?

Disciplinary sophistication, transfer.
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New York State Regents Exams

Regents: Social Studies Essay (sample materials)
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New York State Regents Exams



LEARNING POLICY INSTITUTE  |  INSTRUCTIONALLY RELEVANT ASSESSMENT SYSTEMS 31

New York State Regents Exams



32 LEARNING POLICY INSTITUTE  |  INSTRUCTIONALLY RELEVANT ASSESSMENT SYSTEMS

New York State Regents Exams
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New York State Regents Exams

Source: Sample tasks and information about scoring and use for all disciplines can be found at the New York State 
Education Department, Office of State Assessment website at www.nysedregents.org (accessed 09/06/2024).

http://www.nysedregents.org
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Table A5. Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium Performance Tasks

Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium Performance Tasks

What does the 
performance 
assessment look like?

Performance tasks are included in both math and ELA. These tasks 
are designed to focus on the integration of content and skills across 
standards; require students to engage in planning, interaction, and 
interpretation; and generate a product to address an authentic scenario 
or problem.

In math, performance tasks look like using mathematical concepts 
and practices to address real-world problems, such as making a 
recommendation for product design based on the amount and cost of 
materials or determining how quickly different candles will burn.

In ELA and literacy, performance tasks involve text analysis and the 
development of an argumentative, explanatory, narrative, opinion, 
or informational essay. Students are given a scenario that motivates 
“finding out more” and sources to read and interpret, and are then 
asked to engage in a purposeful writing task. 

How is the performance 
assessment used?

Performance tasks are administered in the classroom during the second 
semester of the year. Each performance task includes a short classroom 
activity to help all students access the task, followed by a short 
individual performance task. The performance task contributes score 
points to students’ final summative score, in conjunction with items 
delivered through an on-demand computer-adaptive test. 

How is the performance 
assessment 
developed?

The performance assessments are developed in collaboration between 
testing experts and teachers, using extensive item specifications and 
task formats designed to provide evidence for SBAC’s assessment 
claims while meeting criteria for high-quality performance tasks within 
the SBAC system. These criteria include qualitative and quantitative 
features of stimuli (e.g., scenario features, text complexity), expectations 
for scaffolding and on-ramping to the task, developmentally appropriate 
range of performance elicited, specificity of task and scoring to the 
targets being elicited, and language and visual design considerations to 
ensure accessibility. For complete performance task specifications, see 
these documents provided by SBAC. 

https://contentexplorer.smarterbalanced.org/test-development
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Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium Performance Tasks

How is the performance 
assessment scored? 

Tasks are centrally scored by expert reviewers, including educators. 
Each task is scored against a detailed rubric designed for the task type 
and claims being assessed. Rubrics include the learning objectives 
assessed, scoring criteria, and narrative description for making a 
determination about score points awarded. SBAC performance task 
scoring also leverages anchor responses, which are example responses 
at each level of performance. These responses have been initially 
screened by expert reviewers trained by SBAC on using the rubrics 
and are further validated by educators across a range of stakes 
and contexts. 

What knobs does this 
assessment prioritize?

Disciplinary sophistication, Transfer

Source: Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium. Sample tasks can be found at https://sampleitems.
smarterbalanced.org/ and information about scoring and use can be found at https://validity.smarterbalanced.org/ 
(accessed 09/06/2024). 

https://sampleitems.smarterbalanced.org/
https://sampleitems.smarterbalanced.org/
https://validity.smarterbalanced.org/
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Table A6. Washington Civics Assessment

Washington Civics Assessment

What does the 
performance 
assessment look like?

These tasks ask students to consider an authentic and developmentally 
appropriate civics issue and develop written and oral presentations 
in response to the task. While tasks vary in terms of topics and exact 
skills assessed, each asks students to consider multiple ideas and 
perspectives, and to use evidence-based reasoning to support their 
final product. Students are given a rubric as part of the task to support 
understanding expectations and their own monitoring of their learning. 

How is the performance 
assessment used?

The performance assessments are primarily intended to support 
teaching and learning. Teachers can use the tasks how and when 
they think them most appropriate to classroom instruction, and task 
implementation support includes additional resources (e.g., diagrams, 
readings, discussion suggestions) to facilitate situating the task in an 
authentic learning experience. The tasks and rubrics are designed to 
model and support civics instruction in the classroom. 

How is the performance 
assessment 
developed?

Performance tasks are developed through a collaboration between the 
state education agency and educators in the Washington State social 
studies cadre. Tasks are designed to meet state standards in social 
studies, informed by national frameworks, as well as key standards in 
other related content areas (e.g., ELA). 

How is the performance 
assessment scored? 

Performance tasks are scored by local teachers for use in their 
classrooms. Schools and districts are required to verify that such 
tasks are being used at least once per grade-band (4–5th, 7–8th, and 
11–12th grades). To do so, districts submit a verification report to the 
state. 

What knobs does this 
assessment prioritize?

Disciplinary authenticity, disciplinary sophistication, integration across 
disciplines.
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Washington Civics Assessment

Grade 8 Performance Task (sample materials)
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Washington Civics Assessment
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Washington Civics Assessment
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Washington Civics Assessment

Source: Washington Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction. OSPI-developed social studies assessments 
(accessed 09/06/2024).

https://ospi.k12.wa.us/student-success/resources-subject-area/social-studies/ospi-developed-social-studies-assessments
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Appendix B: Frequently Asked Questions
1. What are performance assessments?

They are assessments that reveal what students really know and can do through rigorously 
observing students’ performance of complex and meaningful tasks.

All assessments try to surface evidence of student thinking and understanding. In performance-
based assessments, students are asked to demonstrate their ability to use the targeted knowledge 
and skills as authentically and directly as possible. The performance serves as direct evidence of 
the degree to which students have grasped the targeted knowledge and skill. Performance-based 
approaches can be used for all kinds of assessment purposes, including formative processes that 
support immediate learning, intervening checks on individual and group progress, end-of-learning 
evaluation, and demonstration of students’ abilities. High-quality performance assessments include 
clear success criteria and rubrics for evaluating student thinking.

2. Why should I use performance assessments?

Because they create better—more relevant, more usable—information and offer better preparation 
for students’ postsecondary lives. 

Reasons that system leaders should consider using performance assessments include:

• Better Data About Student Understanding and Abilities. The goal of this assessment approach 
is to more closely emulate the real-world conditions within which students have to use the 
knowledge and abilities they develop in school. In doing so, performance assessments surface 
information about the most important kinds of student thinking so that students, families, and 
educators can make more informed decisions about next steps.

• Meaningful Experiences for All. When systems include performance assessments, they ensure 
that every single student taking the assessment has the opportunity to engage in the kinds of 
rich learning experiences performance assessments entail (e.g., engaging in research, evaluating 
evidence to construct an argument, conducting investigations to make sense of observations). 
In the short term, this means that every student gets at least a handful of these experiences. In 
the long term, these tasks encourage educators to shift their day-to-day teaching and learning 
to better prepare students for richer assessments, improving educational experiences for every 
learner. Performance assessments can be extremely motivating, and systems that include them 
in authentic and meaningful ways often see more diverse students participating and succeeding 
in high-level coursework.

• Robust and Coherent Professional Learning. When teachers are involved in developing and 
scoring performance tasks, they have an opportunity to better understand their disciplines, how 
students learn and perform, and how to support a wide range of students in taking next steps.

3. Do all performance assessments look the same?

No, but they do have some common features.
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• High-quality performance assessments vary in format, but they are all designed to meet specific 
(and specified) performance targets; include rubrics and success criteria for self, peer, and 
teacher evaluation of student work; and surface a range of student thinking through direct 
performance on open-ended tasks that ask students to generate original artifacts.

• Performance assessments vary in format for many reasons:

 - Like all assessments, performance assessments must be designed for particular purposes. 
Different purposes need different formats (e.g., consider an assessment designed to check 
whether students understood a specific idea versus an assessment designed to surface 
student ability to creatively apply ideas from an entire course).

 - Because high-quality performance assessments are authentic applications of ideas and skills 
as they would be used in the real world, performance-based approaches will necessarily vary 
based on what is being targeted. A performance assessment addressing an understanding of 
properties of matter might take the form of a citizen science project coordinated across the 
community while a performance assessment addressing students’ grasp of literary analysis 
skills might be an original critique of a newly published work.

4. Do performance assessments serve a particular purpose? (Or, how should I use them?)

Performance assessments can be designed to serve a wide range of purposes, because they 
represent an approach to assessment generally, rather than a specific type of assessment.

Performance-based approaches to assessment surface how students are thinking, rather 
than whether they know specific facts or steps of a procedure. As a result, performance-based 
approaches can be useful in formative learning and growth processes by guiding both teachers’ 
and students’ decisions through real-time, actionable information, as well as serving as summative 
measures of student learning. Performance-based assessments are designed such that students 
are learning by engaging with the assessment, rather than the assessment being separate 
from learning.

5. How do performance assessments support all learners?

Performance assessments provide opportunities to address multiple equity lenses. This includes 
limiting bias and sensitivity, supporting multilingual learners and students with special needs, and 
offering opportunities to attend to student identity and agency.

High-quality performance assessments are considered more equitable because they can exhibit 
many features of equity that standardized measures cannot easily attend to. These features include:

• More Accurate and Fuller Understanding of Student Thinking. Performance assessments allow 
students to demonstrate how they are thinking, rather than simply giving a right (or wrong) 
answer. This can enable students who may have a strong conceptual understanding of a target to 
make what they do know and what they can do visible, allowing better feedback and support for 
learning and growth. Because performance assessments are not overly reliant on vocabulary or 
isolated pieces of knowledge, they can be more supportive for learners from a variety of linguistic 
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and cultural backgrounds, and at a variety of points along learning progressions. Specifically, 
performance assessments can be supportive of multilingual learners and students with special 
needs because they can be appropriately scaffolded and supported, provide opportunities to use 
home language, and demonstrate understanding through multiple modalities.

• Attending to Multiple Cultural Ways of Knowing. Performance-based approaches can allow 
students to make their thinking visible in ways that are connected to their home lives and the 
identities they bring to the classroom.

• Building Confidence and Engagement in the Assessment Through Choice and Decision-Making. 
Performance assessments can provide students with opportunities to exercise choice and 
decision-making, from more limited opportunities like choosing which examples or data to cite, 
to more expansive degrees of choice, like what projects to take on, specific topics to explore, or 
how to demonstrate their thinking. In all cases, the opportunity to make their own choices can be 
empowering, engaging, and confidence-boosting for all learners.

• Increasing Relevance to Student Lives. Well-designed performance-based assessments are 
relevant to students’ lives—they are grounded in real-life scenarios that are meaningful to the 
learners engaged in the assessment and authentic examples of how and why the targeted 
knowledge and skills are used in the real world; engaging in the assessment provides an 
experience of value for students.

Bottom line: By giving students opportunities to demonstrate what they do know and what 
they can do through supportive assessments that don’t rely on catching students in the act of 
not knowing something, assessments are more likely to surface more accurate and complete 
information about student understanding and abilities than are multiple choice questions 
students might get right or wrong for a host of unrelated reasons. Importantly, all students, 
including lower-performing students, can engage with performance assessments; well-designed 
performance tasks include appropriate scaffolds and supports such that all students can 
show what they know, and teachers have precise information about how to support every 
student’s progress.

6. Are performance assessments as valid as the multiple choice tests I’m used to?

In fact, high-quality performance assessments often yield scores that are more valid than those of 
standardized assessments.

When we talk about “validity” in assessments, we are trying to capture how confident we can be 
in whether an assessment score represents the knowledge, skills, and abilities we want to learn 
about from student performance. Multiple choice questions, like those used on most standardized 
assessments, rely on students choosing the right answer from a list of possibilities; whether 
students get them right or wrong can depend heavily on vocabulary skills, test preparation skills, 
cueing from incorrect answer choices, etc. At worst, these features that determine success have 
nothing to do with what we’re trying to measure; at best, they are superficial proxies for deeper 
understanding that multiple choice measures alone can’t surface. High-quality performance-based 
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approaches, in contrast, give students the opportunity to demonstrate the knowledge, skills, and 
abilities we’re interested in learning about directly and deeply, offering a much more comprehensive 
and trustworthy window into student progress.

7. Will test scores increase if I incorporate performance assessments into the summative test?

Maybe, maybe not—but they will surface trustworthy data that can support better decisions moving 
forward in either case.

Performance assessments measure student learning in different ways, making it a little complicated 
to determine an exact relationship to student performance on traditional multiple choice tests.

• Higher Scores. In some instances, students may achieve higher scores on performance-based 
assessments than on traditional multiple choice tests. Research suggests that for these students, 
performance assessments do reveal student brilliance that was masked by traditional tests 
because they: (1) allow students to more completely show their conceptual understanding, (2) 
motivate students to engage and persevere with the task, and (3) often provide opportunities 
for students to reflect and iterate on their work, providing opportunities for growth within the 
assessment itself.

• Lower Scores. In other instances, students may earn lower scores on performance assessments. 
Performance tasks are less easy to “game” with test-taking strategies, or rapid review and cram 
sessions that motivate memorization for a short period of time. They also unmask student 
thinking; for example, students who may be able to identify mitochondria as the powerhouse of 
the cell on a multiple choice test may not be able to predict what would happen to a person’s 
health if they developed a mitochondrial disease. For some students, this may mean that 
performance assessments deflate artificially high scores on traditional assessments by revealing 
the edge of what students know and can do. This may result in lower scores, but it also provides 
better data about student thinking.

• No Change in Scores. For many students, performance on rich tasks will be correlated with their 
performance on traditional test measures. What is gained through performance tasks are rich 
opportunities and signals for teaching and learning.

8. If performance assessments are open-ended, how can they be used in comparable, reliable ways?

For those assessments that require high degrees of comparability, open-ended tasks can be used 
very effectively.

Strategies for effectively using open-ended tasks:

• Clearly Defined Common Rubrics. By creating thoughtful, consistently applied success criteria 
and rubrics for student responses, open-ended tasks can be evaluated reliably across students 
and by educators, focusing on those features that are being evaluated while providing students 
with the flexibility to respond in a range of ways that demonstrate those features.
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• Common Assessment Tasks. Some assessment situations might require going beyond common 
rubrics to common tasks themselves. These tasks can be designed to be open-ended while 
ensuring that all learners engaged in a particular task make their thinking visible in similar 
formats and contexts.

• Calibrated Scoring Procedures. In systems that use performance assessments, there is 
substantial investment in calibration among raters. This includes extensive training (and 
sometimes certification) of anyone involved in scoring student work, routine calibration 
opportunities, back-end audits of local scoring, and validation of scoring through other measures.

• It is important to remember that not all assessments need to be able to provide comparisons 
among students. In many instances, it might be far more useful (to teachers, students, and 
parents) to understand how students are progressing along a learning progression rather than 
how they compare to one another.

9. If I want to use performance assessments, do I have to entirely abandon other kinds 
of assessment?

Of course not! While performance assessments can be hugely valuable when used as a primary 
approach to and philosophy for assessment, students should experience a variety of assessments 
and feedback opportunities throughout their K–12 learning experiences.

This might include occasional multiple choice questions/tests that supplement richer performance-
based approaches; equity-oriented surveys of student experience that monitor student interest, 
identity, and agency considerations directly; and both formal and informal performance-based 
approaches that themselves take a variety of forms. When making decisions about which 
assessment types to use, remember to consider:

• Purpose of Assessment. What kinds of information about student thinking will be most useful 
for my current purpose, and how can I surface that information most effectively? What do I want 
students, educators, and other stakeholders to be able to do with the assessment?

• Signaling. What are my assessment decisions signaling to students and parents about what is 
most valuable about student learning and performance?

• Story Over Time. While individual assessments can tell us a lot about student thinking, they 
should be part of a body of work over time that tells a story of student learning and progress. 
Where does any given assessment fit into this story, and how can we design and implement it 
such that it is surfacing and providing the best possible information at that time, for that purpose?
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