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Executive Summary
This paper is a modified version of a previously published paper, Refocusing Accountability:Using Local Per-

formance Assessments to Enhance Teaching and Learning for Higher Order Skills. To access the original ver-

sion, visit www.fairtest.org/refocusing-accountability.

Assessments focused on higher order thinking and performance skills are essential for guiding 

teaching and learning that can really prepare students for 21st century careers and college. Exten-

sive research and experience, both in the U.S. and abroad, have demonstrated that the use of local-

ly-administered performance assessments helps focus education systems on their primary purpose 

— assisting teachers in teaching and students in learning the problem-solving and performance 

skills they need in the real world. In fact, the assessment systems of most of the highest-achieving 

nations in the world are a combination of centralized assessments that use mostly open-ended and 

essay questions with local assessments given by teachers that are factored into the final examina-

tion scores.

Unfortunately, while federal legislation in the U.S. calls for “multiple up-to-date measures of stu-

dent academic achievement, including measures that assess higher-order thinking skills and un-

derstanding” (NCLB, Sec. 1111, b, 2, I, vi), most assessment tools used for reporting under No Child 

Left Behind focus on lower-level skills that are measured by standardized, mostly multiple-choice 

tests. High stakes attached to these tests have led many schools — especially those serving lower-

achieving children — to neglect more challenging and engaging curricula and to limit school experi-

ences to those that focus on a limited form of test preparation. 

Performance assessments engage students in the demonstration of skills and knowledge through 

the completion of complex tasks that provide teachers with an understanding of how students learn 

as well as what they know. Large scale examples of the use of such performance-based assess-

ments come from states such as Connecticut, Kentucky, Maine, New York, Vermont, and Wyoming. 

The evidence from research on these and other systems indicate that the use of these assessments 

focuses instruction on higher order skills, provides a more accurate measure of what students know 

and can do, engages students more deeply in learning, and can provide for more timely feedback 

to teachers, parents, and students that improves instruction. Furthermore, research has found that 

properly constructed performance assessment systems can be both reliably scored and more valid 

in predicting later life success.

While high quality assessment requires investments in teacher development and the development 

and scoring of performance tasks, this investment strengthens teachers’ understanding of standards 

and how to meet them, while setting more challenging expectations for what students should be 

able to do with what they learn. Thus these investments not only provide information about student 

achievement; they also improve teaching quality and student learning. 

To meet our goals for education, federal and state policies should support and encourage the de-

velopment and use of performance assessments at both the state and local levels. These can be 

combined in a systematic way to evaluate the full range of standards and to support more appropri-

ate judgments about what students can do and what schools have contributed to their learning. 

http://www.fairtest.org/refocusing-accountability
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Refocusing Accountability:
Using Performance Assessments to Enhance Teaching 
and Learning for Higher Order Skills

Over the past decade, educators, policymakers, and the public have begun to forge a consensus 

that our public schools must focus on better preparing all children for the demands of public 

participation and work in the 21st century. This has resulted in states developing standards-based 

educational systems and assessing the success of districts and schools in meeting these standards 

by requiring more systematic testing. Most of these tests are multiple choice, “on demand” stan-

dardized measures of achievement. This has limited what is tested to a narrow range of knowledge 

and skills. Studies have documented a number of unintended consequences of these assessments, 

especially when they are “high stakes” and strong consequences are attached to scores. These 

include a narrowing of the academic curriculum and experiences of students, especially in schools 

serving lower-achieving children; a focus on recognizing correct answers to lower-level questions 

rather than on developing higher-order thinking, reasoning, and performance skills; and a growing 

dissatisfaction among parents and educators with the school experience (for a review, see Darling-

Hammond & Rustique-Forrester, 2005; von Zastrow and Janc, 2004). 

The United States has also been falling further behind on international assessments of student 

learning. On the Program in International Student Assessment (PISA) tests in 2006, the U.S. ranked 

25th of 30 OECD countries in mathematics and 21st in science, a decline in both raw scores and 

rankings from 3 years earlier. (Reading scores were not reported because of editing problems with 

the U.S. test.) In each disciplinary area tested, U.S. students scored lowest on the problem-solving 

items. 

Because the PISA assessments focus explicitly on 21st century skills, they go beyond the question 

posed by most U.S. standardized tests — “Did students learn what we taught them?” — to ask, 

“What can students do with what they have learned?” (Stage, 2005). PISA defines literacy in math-

ematics, science, and reading as students’ abilities to apply what they know to new problems and 

situations. This is the kind of higher-order learning that is increasingly encouraged by reformers in 

the U.S. (see, e.g., Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2007) and emphasized in other nations’ assess-

ment systems, but often discouraged by the multiple-choice tests most U.S. states have adopted. 

In addition to problems with uneven teaching quality, analysts point to the fact that U.S. curriculum 

often requires coverage of more topics at a more superficial level of understanding and less em-

phasis on deep understanding through application and defense of ideas, extensive writing, critique, 

and reasoning (Schmidt, Wang, & McKnight, 2005). 

These unfortunate consequences have occurred despite language in current federal legislation call-

ing for “multiple up-to-date measures of student academic achievement, including measures that 

assess higher-order thinking skills and understanding” (NCLB, Sec. 1111, b, I, vi). Changing what 

counts as assessment evidence, coupled with other changes in the federal accountability structure 

measuring adequate yearly progress and sanctions, could help to overcome these problems and 

contribute toward school improvement.
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Performance Assessment: A Definition

Almost every adult in the United States has experienced at least one performance assessment: the 

driving test that places new drivers into an automobile with a DMV official for a spin around the 

block. Few of us would be comfortable handing out licenses to people who have only passed the 

multiple-choice written test required by the state. The value of the performance assessment is that 

it illustrates — in ways the paper test cannot — essential information about the driver’s skills, com-

petency, and level of understanding.

Performance assessments in education are similar. They are tools that allow teachers to gather in-

formation about what students can actually do with what they are learning — science experiments 

that students design, carry out, analyze, and summarize; computer programs that students create, 

test and refine; persuasive essays that students write; research inquiries they pursue, seeking and 

assembling evidence about a question, and presenting it in written and oral form. Whether the skill 

or standard being measured is writing, speaking, mathematical literacy, or research, students actu-

ally perform tasks involving these skills while the teacher observes, gathers information, and then 

scores the performance based upon a set of pre-determined criteria.

As in our driving test example, these assessments typically consist of three parts; a task, a scoring 

guide or rubric, and a set of administration guidelines. The development, administration, and scor-

ing of these tasks requires teacher development to insure quality and consistency. The research 

suggests that such assessments are better tools for showing the extent to which students have de-

veloped higher order thinking skills, such as the abilities to analyze, synthesize, and evaluate infor-

mation. They lead to more student engagement in learning and stronger performance on the kinds 

of authentic tasks that better resemble what they will need to do in the world outside of school. 

They also provide richer feedback to teachers, leading to improved learning outcomes for students 

(Darling-Hammond & Rustique Forrester, 2005; Falk, 2000).

Local Assessments

 Extensive research and experience, both in the United States and abroad, have demonstrated that 

the use of performance assessments which are locally administered and use multiple sources of evi-

dence offer the opportunity for assessment systems to serve their primary purpose — assisting stu-

dents in learning and teachers in teaching for higher order intellectual skills (Darling-Hammond 

& Rustique Forrester, 2005; Falk, 2000). In fact, the assessment systems of most of the highest-

achieving nations in the world are a combination of centralized assessments that use mostly open-

ended and essay questions and local assessments given by teachers which are factored into the 

final examination scores (Darling-Hammond & McCloskey, in press; Eckstein & Noah, 1993). These 

local assessments — which include research papers, applied science experiments, presentations of 

various kinds, and projects and products that students construct — are mapped to the syllabus and 

the standards for the subject and are selected because they represent critical skills, topics, and con-

cepts. Central authorities often determine curricular areas and skills to assess, but the assessments 

are generally designed, administered, and scored locally. 
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The local management of such assessments refers both to their use and scoring. While not all per-

formance assessments are locally developed, decisions about when to use them in the learning 

process and how to adapt them to particular content are made at the school or classroom level. 

This is a vital point — myriad studies confirm that, to be useful for learning, assessments must be 

responsive to emerging student needs and enable fast and specific teacher response, something 

that standardized examinations with long lapses between administration and results cannot do 

(Black & Wiliam, 1998). 

In addition, as teachers use and evaluate these tasks, they become more knowledgeable about 

the standards and how to teach to them, and about what their students’ learning needs are. The 

process improves their teaching. These rich assessment tasks can also be utilized as formative or 

benchmark assessments, which help teachers gauge ongoing progress, while avoiding the reduc-

tion of such assessments to multiple-choice formats alone.

Using multiple sources of evidence refers to the way in which performance assessments provide 

multiple ways to view student learning. For example, multiple samples of actual writing taken over 

time can best reveal to a teacher the progress a student is making in the development of his or her 

composition skills. This growth can then be reflected in a summative evaluation of the student’s 

learning at important benchmark points. This provides ongoing feedback to learners as well, as 

they see how they are developing as writers and what they have yet to master. In addition, differ-

ent kinds of writing tasks — persuasive essays, research papers, journalistic reports, responses to 

literature, etc. — encourage students to develop the full range of their writing and thinking skills in 

ways that writing a five-paragraph essay over and over again do not.   

Of course, the most important benefit to utilizing performance assessments is that they assist in 

learning and teaching. They are formative in that they provide teachers and students with the feed-

back they need from authentic tasks to see if they have actually mastered content. They are also 

summative in that they can serve as a final assessment of student capabilities with respect to state 

and local standards, and as measures of their growth over time. Because of the fact that they are 

embedded in the curriculum and ask students to demonstrate what they have learned in an open-

ended way that reveals student thinking, performance assessments are more sensitive to instruc-

tion and more useful for teaching than standardized examinations, while providing richer evidence 

of student learning that can be used by those outside the classroom or school.

These features of performance — local administration, multiple sources of evidence, and transpar-

ency of standards — are used in many assessment systems. Think back to the state driver’s license 

exam, which involves both a written test and a performance assessment on the road. Everyone 

knows precisely what to expect in terms of the skills to be demonstrated — for example, whether or 

not the applicant can parallel park — as the examination is not a total secret. The fact that the as-

sessment is open and transparent is not a problem, because the point is to see whether drivers have 

developed these real-world abilities. The performance is scored by the instructor, working from a 

rubric, and if the driver is sufficiently successful in all aspects of the examination (as determined by 

a state cut-off score), a license is conferred. The task is so well defined that instructional programs 

(driver’s education), which include both hands-on and classroom instruction, clearly demonstrate 

their effectiveness in preparing students to perform. (This is reflected in the reduced insurance 

rates we grant to graduates of driver’s education programs.)  Imagine what life on our roads would 
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be like if we did not require prospective drivers to demonstrate what they know before taking the 

wheel. 

Some states, districts, and schools have constructed a similarly rich set of assessments of compe-

tence that measure the higher-order thinking called for by new standards. In many cases they are 

explicitly intended to augment and complement more traditional tests. The New York Performance 

Standards Consortium is a network of 39 schools (located mainly in New York City) that rely pri-

marily upon performance assessments to determine student readiness for graduation. Because of 

the quality of their work, these schools have a state waiver from four out of five required Regents 

exams. Students must complete a portfolio that includes a science investigation, a social science 

research paper, a literary critique, and a mathematical model or complex problem solution rooted in 

a real world challenge. All schools in the consortium use the same rubrics for scoring, and schools 

work together to set and maintain common standards. Research from this work indicates that these 

schools’ students — largely low-income students of color entering high school with substandard 

skills — not only graduate high school at a much higher rate than the New York City average, but 

also attend college at higher rates, maintain strong GPAs, and persist in their college studies at 

rates higher than the national average (Foote, 2007; Fine, Stroudt & Futch, 2005). 

Illinois’ assessments provide a good example of how state tests and classroom performance as-

sessments can complement each other, as well as how they measure different abilities. The state’s 

8th grade science learning standard 11B reads: “Technological design: Assess given test results on 

a prototype; analyze data and rebuild and retest prototype as necessary.” The multiple choice ex-

ample on the state test simply asks what “Josh” should do if his first prototype boat sinks, with the 

desired answer, “Change the design and retest his boat.” By contrast, the classroom assessment 

says: “Given some clay, a drinking straw, and paper, design a sailboat that will sail across a small 

body of water. Students can test and retest their designs.” In the course of this activity, students 

explore significant physics questions such as displacement in order to understand how a ball of clay 

can be made to float. 

Such activities combine hands-on inquiry with reasoning skills; have visible, real-world applications; 

are more engaging; and enable deeper learning. They also enable the teacher to assess student 

learning along multiple dimensions, including the ability to frame a problem, develop hypotheses, 

reflect on outcomes and make reasoned and effective changes, demonstrate scientific understand-

ing, use scientific terminology and facts, persist in problem solving, organize information, and de-

velop sound concepts regarding the scientific principles in use. 
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Large Scale Examples of Performance Assessment

As we have noted, it is possible to create and implement assessment systems that include multiple 

sources of evidence which are performance-based and locally managed. In addition, many states 

— including Connecticut, New York, and Vermont — have developed and use performance assess-

ments as part of their state testing systems. Indeed, the National Science Foundation provided 

millions of dollars for states to develop such hands-on science and math assessments as part of 

its Systemic Science Initiative in the 1990s, and prototypes exist all over the country. A number of 

states and countries provide models for how performance-based assessment systems can engage 

teachers, parents, and students in thinking carefully about what students have learned and how to 

measure that learning. Here are some examples:

Connecticut uses rich science tasks as part of its statewide assessment system. For example, •	

students design and conduct science experiments on specific topics, analyze the data, and re-

port their results to prove their ability to engage in science reasoning. They also critique experi-

ments and evaluate the soundness of findings. 

Maine, Vermont, New Hampshire, and Rhode Island have all developed systems that combine a •	

jointly constructed reference exam with locally developed assessments that provide evidence 

of student work from performance tasks and portfolios. 

Kentucky developed portfolios in writing and mathematics to complement its state tests. The •	

writing portfolio is still in use statewide; the mathematics portfolio was made optional for dis-

tricts. 

Nebraska developed a system of assessments that are created and scored by local educators. •	

Systems of local assessments mapped to state standards are peer-reviewed by assessment ex-

perts and include a check on validity through the use of a state-wide writing examination and 

the administration of a norm-referenced test.

Wyoming uses a “body of evidence” approach that is locally developed in order to determine •	

whether students have mastered standards required for graduation.

In Silicon Valley, CA, many school districts use the Mathematics Assessment Resource Sys-•	

tem (MARS), an internationally developed program which requires students to learn complex 

knowledge and skills to do well on a set of performance-based tasks. The evidence shows that 

students do as well on traditional tests as peers who are not in the MARS program, while MARS 

students do far better at solving complex problems.

There are many large scale international examples of performance assessment, particularly from 

nations that lead in academic achievement. The following examples come from Australia and Swe-

den, illustrating the feasibility of large-scale nationwide use of performance assessment (from Dar-

ling-Hammond and McCloskey, in press). 
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Australia

Each Australian state has its own curriculum and assessment program. At the national level in 

Australia, the only assessment is a periodic matrix sample-based assessment, rather like the NAEP 

in the U.S. In most states, local school-based performance assessment is a well-developed part of 

the system. In some cases, states have also developed centralized assessment with performance 

components. The highest-achieving state, Queensland, has the most highly developed systems of 

local performance assessment. 

In Queensland, there has been no assessment system external to schools for 40 years. Until the 

early 1970s, a traditional “post-colonial” examination system controlled the curriculum. When it 

was eliminated, all assessments became school-based. School-based assessments are developed, 

administered and scored by teachers in relation to the national curriculum guidelines and state syl-

labi (also developed by teachers), and are moderated by panels that include teachers from other 

schools as well as at least one professor from the tertiary education system. 

The syllabi are not highly detailed; they spell out a small number of key concepts and/or skills to 

be learned in each course and provide examples of the kinds of projects or activities (including 

minimum assessment requirements) in which students should be engaged. Each school designs its 

program to fit the needs and experiences of its own students, choosing specific texts and topics 

with this in mind. At the end of the year, teachers collect a portfolio of each student’s work, which 

includes the specific assessment tasks, and grade it on a 5-point grading scale. To calibrate these 

grades, teachers put together a selection of portfolios from each grade level — one from each of 

the 5 score levels plus borderline cases — and send these to a regional panel for moderation. The 

panel of five teachers re-scores the portfolios and confers about whether the grade is warranted, 

making a judgment on the spread. A state panel also looks at specimens across schools as well. 

Based on these moderation processes, the school is given instructions to move grades up or down 

so that they are comparable to others. 

A new initiative, Queensland’s “New Basics” and “Rich Tasks” approach to standards and assessment 

(which began as a pilot in 2003), also offers extended, multi-disciplinary tasks that are developed 

centrally and used locally when teachers determine the time is right and they can be integrated 

with locally-oriented curricula (Queensland Government, 2001). They are, say Queensland officials, 

“specific activities that students undertake that have real-world value and use, and through which 

students are able to display their grasp and use of important ideas and skills.” 

Rich Tasks are defined as:

A culminating performance or demonstration or product that is purposeful and models a life 

role. It presents substantive, real problems to solve and engages learners in forms of prag-

matic social action that have real value in the world. The problems require identification, 

analysis and resolution, and require students to analyze, theorize and engage intellectually 

with the world. As well as having this connectedness to the world beyond the classroom, 

the tasks are also rich in their application: they represent an educational outcome of de-

monstrable and substantial intellectual and educational value. And, to be truly rich, a task 

must be transdisciplinary. Transdisciplinary learnings draw upon practices and skills across 

disciplines while retaining the integrity of each individual discipline.
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Science and Ethics Confer

Students must identify, explore and make judgments on a biotechnological process to which 

there are ethical dimensions. Students identify scientific techniques used as well as signifi-

cant recent contributions to the field. They will also research frameworks of ethical prin-

ciples for coming to terms with an identified ethical issue or question. Using this informa-

tion they prepare pre-conference materials for an international conference that will feature 

selected speakers who are leading lights in their respective fields. 

In order to do this students must choose and explore an area of biotechnology where there 

are ethical issues under consideration and undertake laboratory activities that help them 

understand some of the laboratory practices. This enables them to: 

Provide a written explanation of the fundamental technological differences in some of A.	

the techniques used, or of potential use, in this area (included in the pre-conference 

package for delegates who are not necessarily experts in this area). 

Consider the range of ethical issues raised in regard to this area’s purposes and actions, B.	

and scientific techniques and principles and present a deep analysis of an ethical issue 

about which there is a debate in terms of an ethical framework. 

Select six real-life people who have made relevant contributions to this area and write a C.	

150-200 word précis about each one indicating his/her contribution, as well as a letter 

of invitation to one of them. 

This assessment measures research and analytic skills; laboratory practices; understanding 

biological and chemical structures and systems, nomenclature and notations; organizing, 

arranging, sifting through, and making sense of ideas; communicating using formal corre-

spondence; précis writing with a purpose; understanding ethical issues and principles; time 

management, and much more.

A bank of these tasks now exists across grade levels, along with scoring rubrics, and moderation 

processes by which the quality of the tasks, the student work, and the scoring can be evaluated. Ex-

tensively researched, this system has had excellent success as a tool for school improvement. Stud-

ies found stronger student engagement in learning in schools using the Rich Tasks (Queensland 

Government, 2001). On traditional tests, New Basics students scored about the same as students 

in the traditional program, but they performed notably better on assessments designed to gauge 

higher order thinking. The Singapore government has employed the developers of the Queensland 

system to focus the new school improvement strategies upon performance assessments. High-

scoring Hong Kong has also begun a process of expanding its already-ambitious school-based as-

sessment system in collaboration with Queensland assessment developers. 
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Sweden
Over the past 40 years, Sweden’s national assessment system has, like Finland’s, shifted from a 

centralized system based on one test to a more localized system based on multiple forms of as-

sessment. With this change, Sweden hoped to increase Upper Secondary school enrollment and 

provide more open access to higher education (Eckstein and Noah, 1993, p. 84). In 1977, Sweden 

abolished its studentexamen, a nationally administered exit exam that ranked Upper Secondary 

students and placed them in higher education programs. By abolishing its exit exam, Sweden aimed 

to reduce stress on pupils caused by the exam. The new policies also intended to produce more 

valid and reliable snap shots of whether students would succeed at the university level. Addition-

ally, the country wanted to correct social and educational inequities caused by a one-size-fits-all 

assessment system (Eckstein and Noah, 1993, p. 230).

Sweden uses a national curriculum adjusted for the local context. In “Compulsory School,” ages 7 

to 16, Sweden has developed a common curriculum that includes nationally approved syllabi for 

the individual subjects. At the same time, every district adopts a local school plan outlining how 

to organize and develop schools in their region and each school has the flexibility to adapt the 

national curriculum and syllabi to local conditions (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2005). 

In “Upper Secondary School,” ages 17 to 20, Sweden has 17 national programs consisting of 3-year 

programs providing a general education and eligibility to study at the post-secondary or university 

level. The programs include eight core subjects (English, the arts, physical education and health, 

mathematics, general science, social studies, Swedish or Swedish as a second language, and reli-

gion) and a set of subject-specific areas such as “the construction program” or “the business pro-

gram” that combine general courses with specialized classes. The National Agency for Education 

determines the required courses for a national specialization, and most of the programs require at 

least 15 weeks of workplace training outside of school.

Sweden pairs nationally outlined and locally implemented curricula with multiple layers of assess-

ment controlled by schools and teachers. Assessments in compulsory school consist of several 

components. First, during each school term, the teacher, student, and parent or guardian meet to 

discuss the student’s learning and social development (Swedish National Agency for Education, 

2005). Second, students receive grades from their teachers in each term of year 8 (age 15) and the 

end of the fall term of year 9 (age 16). Teachers base their grades on the goals in the syllabi. By 

meeting the goals, students receive grades of “Pass,” “Pass with Distinction,” or “Pass with Special 

Distinction” based on nationally approved assessment criteria (Swedish National Agency for Edu-

cation, 2005). 

Throughout the grades, schools use a number of diagnostic materials to assess students in Swed-

ish, Swedish as a Second Language, and Mathematics prior to year 6, with English added in years 6 

through 9. The diagnostic materials are not mandatory, but they help teachers assess students and 

support their learning. The diagnostic materials in years 6 through 9 assess where students stand 

in relation to the goals set by the syllabi (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2005). 

Finally, students take nationally approved examinations in year 9 (age 16) and in Upper Secondary 

School. Teachers help design the tasks and questions, working with university faculty (Eckstein 

and Noah, 1993; O’Donnell, 2004). In year 9, the exams assess the subjects of Swedish, Swedish as 

a Second Language, English, and Mathematics. Teachers use these assessments as one factor in 
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determining students’ grades, so that the grades reflect the national standards (Qualifications and 

Curriculum Authority, 2008). Regional education officials and schools provide time for teachers 

to calibrate their grading practices to minimize variation across the schools and region (Eckstein 

and Noah, 1993, p. 230). A similar process is used in Upper Secondary school to integrate national 

examinations in a wider array of subjects into teachers’ grading. 

The examinations administered during students’ compulsory and Upper Secondary schooling use 

an open-ended, authentic approach to assessment. The exam questions grapple with real world 

contexts, asking students to use analytical and critical skills and draw on skill and content knowl-

edge learned during their classes. The content of the assessments is closely matched with the 

national syllabi. 

For example, Sweden’s native language test at the upper elementary school level asks students 

about a broad theme. One year, the exam had the theme of “travel” and provided students with a 

contemporary poem, prose and poetry extracts from a variety of authors, a practical description 

of how to plan a trip, and data about travel presented in a set of texts, charts, and statistical tables 

(Eckstein and Noah, 1993, p. 119). Schools often give students materials a week in advance, so stu-

dents have time to review the materials. Students have five hours to write an essay on the topic of 

their choice that will be evaluated on specific criteria emphasized in the syllabus from their course. 

The skills assessed include using appropriate language in certain circumstances, comprehending 

the different purposes of language, persuasive mechanisms, presenting information, word choice 

and grammar, as well as creative self expression.

Myriad examples of math assessment questions from Sweden show the connection to real world 

situations and the expectations for reasoning through problems. For example, an exam question 

from grade 5 asks students (aged 11–12) to grapple with a problem that they might have in their 

own lives:

Carl bikes home from school at four o’clock. It takes about a quarter of an hour. 

In the evening he’s going back to school because the class is having a party. The 

party starts at 6 o’clock. Before the class party starts, Carl has to eat dinner. When 

he comes home, his grandmother calls, who is also his neighbor. She wants him to 

bring in her post before he bikes over to the class party. She also wants him to take 

her dog for a walk, then to come in and have a chat. What does Carl have time to do 

before the party begins? Write and describe below how you have reasoned (Petters-

son, 2008).

The mathematics exam from the Upper Secondary level also frames the questions in real world, tan-

gible topics and formats. Students have about 4 hours to answer 15 questions. The first 10 questions 

require short answers and the last 5 questions require longer answers for which students show their 

work (See figure 1, from Eckstein & Noah, 1993, pp. 270-272).
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Figure 1: Swedish Mathematics Exam at the Third Year of the Upper Secondary Level

Short Format Questions

A coffee blender mixed x kg of coffee costing a knoner/kg with y kg of coffee costing b kro-

ner/kg. Give a formula for the price per kg of the blend.

In 1976 Lena had a monthly salary of 6,000 kr. By 1984 her salary had risen to 9,000 kr. In cur-

rent prices, her salary had risen by 50%. How large was the percent change in fixed prices? In 

1976 the Consumer Price Index (CPI) was 382; in 1984 it was 818.

Long Format Question

A business paid into a pension fund at the beginning of every year a sum of 15,000 kr. The 

fund has a yearly growth rate of 10%. The first payment was made in 1987 and the last will be 

in 2010. The pension fund will continue to grow until 2015. How much more will the business 

have in the fund at the beginning of 2015, if it pays in the same amount as above, but the rate 

of growth is 15%?

Perhaps the most complex question surrounding these assessments when they are locally devel-

oped or scored is how to ensure comparability. Many of the systems described earlier, both in 

the U.S. and abroad, use common scoring guides. Queensland’s system, like those in a number of 

countries, also employs “moderation,” a process of bringing samples from different schools to be 

re-scored, with results sent back to the originating schools. This process leads to stronger compa-

rability across schools and is part of building a strong performance assessment system. 

Nebraska, through its peer review process, requires and verifies that scorers within each district 

participate in extensive scorer training on common rubrics and can demonstrate consistency in 

scoring. Although districts may be using different tools, consistency and comparability within class-

rooms, buildings, and districts is supported in this way. Valid comparison across districts is achieved 

through external validation checks such as the statewide writing assessment, the ACT and other 

commonly administered standardized tests.  Each district’s assessment system is evaluated and 

approved through a review process conducted by measurement experts.
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Lessons Learned

The research and work that has been done on performance assessment has uncovered a 

number of benefits, challenges, and criteria for making such assessment systems successful. 

Among the benefits of performance assessment systems are that they:

Elevate the focus of instruction to higher order thinking skills;•	

Provide a more accurate and comprehensive assessment of what students know and •	

can do;

Lead to more student engagement in both the learning and assessment process;•	

Invite more teacher engagement and encourage collaborative work;•	

Support the improvement of teaching practices;•	

Provide clearer information to parents as to student development, accomplishments, •	

and needs; and

Allow instruction to be altered in a timely fashion to meet student learning needs.•	

Key Questions

From the research and evidence on performance assessment, there are a number of key questions 

that should be considered when designing a system that substantially incorporates performance-

based assessments:

1. What factors should be considered in developing performance assessments?

Careful attention must be paid to the quality, manageability, and scoring of performance tasks. 

They should be developed in response to criteria that establish the technical quality of assessments 

(including checking for bias and fairness), high proficiency standards, and ability to reveal useful 

information about student learning in response to core standards. Attention must be paid to how 

tasks will be administered fairly and consistently, and how students will have an opportunity to learn 

what is assessed. They should also be constructed to allow students with special needs and those 

who are learning English to have opportunities to demonstrate their knowledge appropriately.

2. Are performance assessments too expensive to be considered as a viable option for most 

schools?

Although some methods of managing performance assessments can cost more than machine scor-

ing of multiple choice tests (i.e. when such assessments are treated as traditional external tests and 

shipped out to separately paid scorers), the cost calculus changes when assessment is understood 

as part of teachers’ work and learning — and built into teaching and professional development time. 
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Much evidence suggests that developing and scoring these assessments is a high-yield investment 

in teacher learning and a good use of professional development resources (Darling-Hammond & 

Rustique-Forrester, 2005; Falk, 2000). 

In most European and Asian systems, and in those used in several U.S. states, such as New York and 

Vermont, scoring of assessments is conducted by teachers and time is set aside for this aspect of 

teachers’ work and learning. While teacher time to create and score assessments can be substan-

tial, these activities ultimately lead to more skilled and engaged teachers. In contrast, external stan-

dardized tests provide teachers with little guidance on how to improve student learning when they 

simply receive numerical scores on secret tests months after the students have left school. Hence 

the professional development that seeks to help teachers improve achievement in this system is 

under-informed and less effective than it might be with more direct information about student 

thinking and performance. 

These kinds of performance assessment systems use resources differently than accountability sys-

tems that rely upon standardized measures of achievement. For example, with its largely locally 

managed assessment system, Nebraska spends only $.03 per child (or $9,000) on outside testing 

contracts. By contrast, Ohio, which relyies upon standardized measures, spends $50.00 per child 

(or $92,000,000). In systems that involve teachers in developing and scoring assessments, some of 

the funds otherwise used for outside contractors are instead spent on teachers’ professional learn-

ing about assessment and on moderated scoring of tasks that raise the standard for learning and 

enable teachers to become more skillful in their teaching. Thus, this use of resources can be more 

cost effective in improving teaching and learning than external testing alone.

3. What types of professional development are needed to support the use of performance as-

sessments?

Educators need opportunities to learn to build, use, and score assessments that will inform and 

guide their teaching. In some states and districts that have engaged in performance assessment 

work for some time, there is a substantial knowledge base in the field. In others, few teachers cur-

rently have that knowledge, but they can develop it with purposeful professional development 

that engages them in analyzing student work, developing and scoring performance tasks around 

standards, using the tasks in their classrooms, and debriefing with colleagues about how best to 

incorporate both the assessments and the feedback to students. These opportunities should be 

linked to other professional development occasions that help teachers work on teaching strategies 

within specific curricular contexts, so that assessment becomes part of instructional planning as 

well. Finally, there are opportunities for professional learning within the peer review, audit, or mod-

eration systems that states or districts construct to check on consistency and provide feedback, 

as teachers discuss scoring together, compare and re-score tasks, and calibrate their judgments 

against the standards. 

4. What should be the primary aim of performance assessments?

Productive use of performance assessments, like proper use of standardized tests, should be aimed 

at revealing areas where progress has been made and where improvement is needed. For students, 

there should be opportunities to continue to revise their work to meet standards and achieve mas-

tery. In addition, both the scores that result from assessments and the finer-grained information 
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about how exactly students reason, think, and perform should be fed back to schools in ways that 

allow further analysis of both students needing support and areas of the curriculum needing devel-

opment. Teachers should have opportunities to look at both aggregated information for different 

groups of students and individual samples of student work that can inform instructional planning 

and diagnostic teaching. All of these uses of assessment should lead to additional learning sup-

ports for students and teachers, rather than punishments that shut down inquiry and growth. 

5. What are the roles of policymakers and administrators?

State and district leaders will also need to become skilled in developing and managing performance 

assessment systems, and bringing together resources for strong implementation of both state and 

local components. Since only classroom teachers can directly impact instruction and learning, a 

major task of legislators and personnel in departments of education is to provide assistance to on-

the-ground educators who must make the system work. One key element of this support is com-

mon planning and learning time for teachers to practice looking at student work, to evaluate care-

fully the cognitive components of that work, and to change their instruction in response to diverse 

learners’ performance and needs. Another key element is technical support for this critical work in 

the form of experts who can help guide these activities.

Policymakers should work to improve standardized assessments at the federal, state, and local 

levels so that they better represent students’ abilities to reason, present, and defend their ideas, as 

well as to demonstrate their skills in authentic ways.

Perhaps most important, is that we must begin to think in terms of performance assessment sys-

tems, as do the nations and states described earlier. To support much improved educational out-

comes, we will need systems in which standards, curriculum, instruction, and assessment are tightly 

intertwined, supporting high-quality learning in classrooms where students have many opportuni-

ties to demonstrate their knowledge and skills on standards-based tasks and teachers have many 

opportunities to learn how to teach them well.
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