
Innovations in Assessment

Guidance: 
Utilize the guide below as an outline for discussing with state policymakers’ your reasons for 
wanting to change the state’s tests and why through-year assessments may better serve needs.  
The guide is designed to support conversations with governors, legislators, state board members 
and other decision makers and their staff. Adapt the guide based on the politics and context in  
your state as well as your relationships with policymakers’ and knowledge of their motivations, 
values and priorities.

STATE  
POLICYMAKERS’
DISCUSSION GUIDE

What does my legislature need
to know?

The purpose of this discussion guide is to build policymakers’ 
understanding of what through-year assessments are and 
explore support for transitioning to a new system. 
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Connect and assess shared values/priorities
Start the conversation by establishing a connection with the policymaker. Ideally through this 
connection you also gain some insight into what is important to them within education. Adapt 
based on your relationship and knowledge of the policymaker (e.g., do they have a family member 
who works in education).

   What is top of mind for you regarding the current state of K-12 education in our state?

   What are you hoping to accomplish this year on education policy?

   What are you hearing about from constituents right now on education?

Capture reflection on current assessment system
Transition from a broader connection on educational values/priorities into understanding their 
perspective on the current state assessment system. Aim to build on their expressed educational 
values/priorities. 

   What do you think about our current state tests? What do you value about them?  

   What concerns do you hear from constituents, educators,  superintendents and other 
stakeholders about our current state tests?

   If you could design a new state testing system, what would it look like?
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Frame the problem
Layout the problems with the current state testing system you want to solve and why. Aim to build 
on their perspective on the current state tests to demonstrate alignment or explore differences.

The timing of the test results limits their usefulness; the data comes back too late and is too 
infrequent to help improve teaching and learning. Data from current state tests come back weeks 
after the end of the school year, reducing their usefulness and frustrating stakeholders because the 
data comes long after when:

 Parents need information to support their child, 

 Schools and system leaders have decided the upcoming school year’s priorities and budget, and

 Teachers need the information to inform their instruction.

 
The tests are too disconnected from what students are learning, meaning we are measuring the 
wrong thing. Current state tests are disconnected from curriculum and daily instruction, creating a 
dynamic where the test results reflect different levels of students’ background knowledge, rather 
than truly measuring what they learned. This is evidenced by the strong correlation with school 
demographic data. 
 
There is too much focus and time spent on state tests. When the tests are given once a year and 
schools, teachers and students will be judged on the results of that single test, it leads to:

 Too much time spent on test prep

 Stress and test anxiety experienced by students and educators

 Narrowing the curriculum, so there is less focus on music, arts, history and other subjects

 
The tests don’t provide a true measure of student growth over the school year. Current student 
growth measures assess growth from one spring to the next, rather than from the start of the school 
year to the end–making it harder to understand where students’ start the year and the impact of 
summer learning loss. 
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Articulate a vision for a through-year assessment
Lay out how and why you’re considering transitioning to a through-year assessment system. Explain 
how through-year assessments differ from the current state tests and how they could solve the 
identified problems and serve stakeholders better. Focus on shared concerns.

 
  Despite the shortcomings of the current state tests, they are important for monitoring student 
progress and equity. We are exploring transitioning to an innovative approach to state tests 
called a through-year assessment system because we believe it has the potential to be more 
equitable, focused and relevant to students, families, educators and school leaders.

  Rather than relying on single end-of-year tests in math and reading, a through-year assessment 
model administers multiple, shorter tests throughout the school year; but still provides scores at 
the end of the year that reflect students’ proficiency and progress. 

  Providing students the opportunity to demonstrate learning multiple times a year, creates the 
ability to:

  Produce data on student learning right away, rather than weeks or months after tests are 
taken
  Provide frequent and timely reports to families, students, teachers and leaders multiple during 
the school year when it can still be used to inform instruction, make data driven decisions and 
target school and system improvements
  Create greater clarity and transparency for stakeholders about student achievement and 
school quality
 Strengthen the connection to curriculum and daily instruction
  Better connect what students are tested on with what they’ve learned, rather than assessing 
their access to resources, background knowledge or opportunity 
  Support the design of tests that are culturally sustaining and relevant for students and 
teachers experience
 Reduce the pressure single end-of-year tests place on students, teachers and the system
  Calculate within-year growth by using the first administration as a baseline, thus providing a 
clearer measure of progress and deeper understanding of the impact of summer learning loss
 Eliminate duplicative or low-quality local tests
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  This approach is allowed under federal law and a diverse range of states are currently piloting or 
moving toward such a model, including: Alaska, Delaware, Florida, Georgia, Indiana, Kansas, 
Louisiana, Maine, Montana, Nebraska, North Carolina, Texas and Virginia.

  In Louisiana, preliminary evidence shows this approach is increasing student engagement on 
state tests and is narrowing achievement gaps.

After describing what through-year assessments are and your vision, check for understanding and 
assess interest and concerns.

  What excites you about the promise of through-year assessments?

  What concerns do you have?

  How would this impact our state?

  What questions does considering a through-year assessment raise for you?

Make an ask
Before closing the meeting, it is important to make a specific, concrete ask of the policymaker in 
order to measure their level of support/interest and create additional opportunities to surface 
concerns or get advice. Specific asks will vary depending on where you are in the process and your 
needs.

   Would you support allocating funding to support developing and piloting a through-year 
assessment system?

   Would you support legislation focused on transitioning to a through-year system?

   Would you speak to (important stakeholder/decisionmaker) about your interest in the state 
exploring transitioning to a through-year system?

https://www.nwea.org/resource-center/white-paper/47609/Louisiana-IADA-Brief_NWEA_whitepaper-1.pdf/
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Would you sign a letter of support for a waiver from federal assessment requirements which would 
provide the state some flexibility as we explore transitioning to a through-year system (or support 
an application for federal grant funding for developing a new test)?

Identify next steps
Determine how the policymaker would like to stay involved and how you can support them.

   Who else do you recommend we talk to inform our thinking about potentially transitioning to a 
through-year assessment system?

   What additional information would you like?

   How should we keep you informed?

After meeting with policymakers, consider sharing these resources with them and/or their staff to 
deepen their understanding of what through-year assessments are and how they are being used in 
various places across the country:

What are Through-year Assessments?: Exploring Multiple Approaches to through-year design

Policymakers’ Guide to Through-year Assessments: Addressing ESSA Pain Points

Webinar on What are Through-year Assessments?

 

https://www.education-first.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/What-are-Through-year-Assessments-1.pdf
https://www.education-first.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/What-are-Through-year-Assessments_Policymakers.pdf
https://vimeo.com/789134538

