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hus far, we have left assessment primarily 
up to individual learning organizations 
and mentors, but we know this is not an 

appropriate long-term solution. Assessment tools, 
feedback, and data on student progress need to be 
built in to Quest Forward Learning and available to 
leadership teams, mentors, students, and parents. 

This is what our users need and expect from a 
platform like the Quest Forward platform! We 
frequently ask questions, and get asked questions, 
like: How will mentors, students, and parents know 
what students are learning? How will we know what 
progress students are making? How will we know 
what skills students need to develop further? These 
are questions that the Quest Forward Learning 
assessment system should address. 

Prior to developing a Quest Forward Learning 
assessment system, we need to understand the 
current state of assessment, and then dig further 
into specific tools and practices and how they should 
work to support learning and growth. This brief is 
the start of that work, and it focuses primarily on 
what people are currently designing, studying, and 
talking about as it relates to authentic and innovative 
assessment systems. 

The following questions guided this work:

  Which forms of assessment (beyond 
standardized testing) are most talked about and 
experimented with right now, and why?

  Which forms of assessment are most  
highly regarded by learning 
organizations and experts, and why?

  Who and which organizations are the  
leaders in assessment research and 
design? What are they doing?

I began this work by looking at The Assessment 
for Learning Project. This project is funded by 
The Center for Innovation in Education and Next 
Generation Learning Challenges and provided 
grants to 12 individual projects. The project’s goals 
are to “fundamentally rethink the core roles that 
assessment can play to support student attainment 
of deeper learning” and advance understanding of 
assessment’s role in personalized, student-centered, 
and competency-based learning. I reviewed these 
12 projects, and for those that are relevant, I will 
summarize their approaches to assessment. These 
projects are also summarized in an 
Ed Week blog post. 

This research led to many other organizations and 
schools doing similar kinds of work, which I will 
also describe in this brief. I additionally scoured 
articles on assessment from Education Week, 
Mindshift, and Edutopia as they are great starting 
places for learning about the latest education 
trends. Through analysis of these projects, several 
forms of assessment and data have emerged as key 
components of assessment systems for the future.

These should measure skills and include:

  Longitudinal data and student 
progressions or trajectories

   Portfolios 

 Performance tasks (including projects)

 Digital badges

Rubrics are typically used along with these tools 
to assess competencies.

The remainder of this brief describes projects, 
people, organizations, and schools experimenting 
with innovative forms of assessment and the tools 
and practices they are developing.
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http://nextgenlearning.org/assessment-learning-project
http://nextgenlearning.org/assessment-learning-project
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/learning_deeply/2017/03/rethinking_assessment_requires_rethinking_professional_learning.html
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Organizations, People, and Projects 
Experimenting with Innovative Assessments

Center for Collaborative Education

The Center for Collaborative Education (CCE) is 
developing formative and summative performance 
assessments to be designed, tested, refined, and 
scored by teachers in Rhode Island. The assessments 
will be used to support personalized, proficiency-
based learning. The curriculum is drawn from CCE’s 
quality performance assessment, which includes 
tasks that have the following characteristics:

 •  Tasks are aligned to academic 
and 21st century skills.

 •  Tasks are open ended and relevant 
to the real world.

 •  Tasks require application and transfer 
using higher-order thinking skills.

 • Tasks are fair and culturally responsive.

 •  Tasks outline clear criteria for success 
(e.g. clear directions, rubrics).

 •  Tasks result in original products, 
performances, or solutions.

More information on their framework is available 
here. The accumulation of performance tasks results 
in a public performance or showcase. It is important 
to have an audience for these tasks to make thinking 
and learning public. Teachers score student work 
together to learn from one another and to create 
consistent feedback together. Teachers use the 
rubrics as a teaching tool, not just a grading tool.

Fairfax County Public Schools

Fairfax County Public Schools are focusing on  
inquiry-based and student-centered and -led 
assessment practices. They have defined a  
Portrait of a Graduate, which expresses the skills  
and competencies students need to succeed.  
It is an attempt to move beyond high stakes testing. 

The assessment tools they use include:

 •  Presentations of work at public 
exhibitions of learning

  • Student-curated portfolios

 • Rubrics so students can self-assess growth

 • Others, such as self-reflection and exit slips

One school district in this project is highlighted in 
an EdWeek article. They are part of a networked 
improvement community, along with Fairfax and eight 
other districts, focused on implementing student-led 
assessments. The article describes assessment as a 
process, not an event. One challenge they have had 
is differentiating student-led and performance-based 
assessments from science fair projects. Checks of 
understanding are built into the process. 

There are protocols where students propose projects/
tasks to demonstrate skills, teachers ask probing 
questions, and they discuss concerns to make sure 
the project is rigorous and focused. In the end, 
students evaluate their own work. Students explain 
the grade they deserve and why, providing evidence 
to back up their assertions. 

http://nextgenlearning.org/grantee/center-collaborative-education
http://cce.org/work/instruction-assessment/quality-performance-assessment
http://cce.org/files/What-is-a-performance-task.pdf
http://nextgenlearning.org/grantee/fairfax-county-public-schools
https://www.fcps.edu/about-fcps/portrait-graduate
http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2017/05/24/what-happens-when-students-design-their-own.html?qs=assessment+inmeta:Cover_year%3D2017+inmeta:gsaentity_Source%2520URL%2520entities%3DEducation%2520Week%2520Articles
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 Summit Public Schools

Summit Public Schools use a personalized  
learning model that addresses four key elements 
of college and career readiness: Personalized 
learning time, mentor and community time, project 
time, and expeditions. These four elements are 
treated separately, rather than drawing on all these 
elements at once to create learning experiences. 
The organization has developed a “robust 
assessment system for cognitive skills and content 
knowledge” and are now working to do the same 
for “habits of success.” The goal of the project is 
to create assessments for learning for each of 
the five categories of habits of success: Emotional 
intelligence, self-directed learning, learning  
strategies, academic mindsets, and school  
and classroom culture. 

The schools are focusing on performance 
assessments and the work is driven by Paul 
Black and Dylan Wiliam’s (1998) framework. The 
performance assessments include six areas: 
Conditions and expectations to succeed, learning 
goals, standards of quality, review of data, feedback, 
and self- assessment. More information is available 
in their research brief on this topic. Summit Public 
Schools are transparent in what they are creating 
and have made the Performance Assessment Quality 
Rubric, their Curriculum and Assessment Plan, and a 
lot of other information available publicly. They even 
offer a demo of their platform. 
 

 

 Two Rivers Public Charter School

Two Rivers Public Charter School uses hour-long 
performance tasks to assess critical thinking and 
problem solving. Students at this school participate 
in 10-week project-based learning expeditions that 
build critical thinking and problem-solving skills. 
Students and teachers regularly review assessment 
data and student work to gauge progress on content 
and skills. Teachers make adjustments to instruction 
based on this data. More information about the 
school’s assessment plan and rubrics for assessing 
critical thinking, metacognition, problem solving, and 
other skills are available here.

 Del Lago Academy

Del Lago is creating a science competency-based 
assessment system. They use portfolios, badges,  

and digital quizzes.

 •  Badges (no-tech stickers) are issued  
based on skills and competencies. They 
become useful and credible as they create 
a talent pipeline from school to work within 
the biotech community. 

 •  Portfolios are created by students. They  
curate and reflect on their skills, and the 
portfolios are used as evidence for badges. 
This includes assessment results, lab data, 
experimental designs, videos, and more, not  
just artifacts the students create.

 •  Quizzes are incorporated into the  
curriculum. Students read an article 
and respond to questions.

Summit Public Schools, www.nextgenlearning.org/grantee/summit-public-
schools-1, March 2016: Assessment System for Habits of Success

https://www.nextgenlearning.org/grantee/summit-public-schools-1
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B5mcyFEu5BpnX29xSzNoMlZOdlU/view
http://www.rdc.udel.edu/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/InsideBlackBox.pdf
http://www.rdc.udel.edu/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/InsideBlackBox.pdf
http://www.summitps.org/uploads/pdf/Summit%20PA%20practices_RESEARCH%20BRIEF_w%20new%20section%20headers%20(1).pdf
http://practices.learningaccelerator.org/artifacts/summit-public-schools-performance-assessment-quality-rubric
http://practices.learningaccelerator.org/artifacts/summit-public-schools-performance-assessment-quality-rubric
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1qgoQQqunMwRs2rzbZrtO8uJO69ngDAMWZ28BroYLto8/edit
https://sites.google.com/a/summitps.org/sps-academics/home
https://demo.summitlearning.org/demo/home
https://www.nextgenlearning.org/grantee/two-rivers-public-charter-school-1
https://drive.google.com/drive/u/0/folders/0B7OvT1oXWUULZW1ZRF93MzROS2s
https://www.nextgenlearning.org/grantee/del-lago-academy-1
http://www.nextgenlearning.org/grantee/summit-public-schools-1
http://www.nextgenlearning.org/grantee/summit-public-schools-1
http://www.nextgenlearning.org/grantee/summit-public-schools-1
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  The New Hampshire
 Learning Institute

The New Hampshire Learning Institute’s project NG2 
involves seven elementary schools in NH, all of which 
are “piloting methods for combining competency-
based learning and performance assessments in 
multi-age learning settings.” They are aiming to 
create a new model of personalization that develops 
and uses PreK-8 learning progressions and progress 
maps. Their tenets are:

 •  Deep learning
 •  Student agency
 •  Whole-child focus
 •  Blended learning
 •  Learning progressions
 •  Authentic assessments

Not enough information is available to fully 
understand how these tenets and the learning 
progressions are designed or used.

  The Colorado 
Education Initiative

The Colorado Education Initiative, along with the 
Colorado Department of Education, are creating 
unified assessment systems across districts. The 
project has two goals: 1) Deepen the system’s 
capacity to create, administer, and locally score 
performance assessments, and 2) Integrate student 
learning objectives and learning progressions to 
support student agency and ownership. Students 
participate in performance tasks, self-review their 
performance, and reflect on the data.

  The Large Countywide and  
Suburban District Consortium

The Large Countywide and Suburban District 
Consortium is experimenting with competency-based 
models for building educators’ capacity to develop, 
facilitate, and assess skills with performance-based 
assessments. They are curating a database of high-
quality performance-based assessments tied to 
district standards and dispositions. 

Top left: New Hampshire Learning Initiative, www.nextgenlearning.org/grantee/new-hampshire-learning-initiative, March 2016: Next Generation Collaborative 
Learning Design; Bottom left: The Colorado Education Initiative, www.nextgenlearning.org/grantee/the-colorado-education-initiative, March 2016: Personalized 
Pathways to Performance-Based Accountability; Right: Large Countywide and Suburban District Consortium, www.nextgenlearning.org/grantee/large-countywide-
and-suburban-district-consortium-1, March 2016: Measuring What Matters

https://www.nextgenlearning.org/grantee/new-hampshire-learning-initiative
https://www.ng2personalizedlearning.org/
https://www.epiphanylearning.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/NG2_resize.pdf
https://www.nextgenlearning.org/grantee/the-colorado-education-initiative
https://www.nextgenlearning.org/grantee/large-countywide-and-suburban-district-consortium-1
https://www.nextgenlearning.org/grantee/large-countywide-and-suburban-district-consortium-1
http://www.nextgenlearning.org/grantee/new-hampshire-learning-initiative
http://www.nextgenlearning.org/grantee/the-colorado-education-initiative
http://www.nextgenlearning.org/grantee/large-countywide-and-suburban-district-consortium-1
http://www.nextgenlearning.org/grantee/new-hampshire-learning-initiative
http://www.nextgenlearning.org/grantee/the-colorado-education-initiative
http://www.nextgenlearning.org/grantee/large-countywide-and-suburban-district-consortium-1
http://www.nextgenlearning.org/grantee/large-countywide-and-suburban-district-consortium-1
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 Vermont Agency of Education

Vermont is beginning to use proficiency-based 
requirements for awarding diplomas and measuring 
progress. The state has Education Quality Standards 
that require that students “be allowed to demonstrate 
proficiency by presenting multiple types of evidence, 
including but not limited to teacher- or student-
designed assessments, portfolios, performances, 
exhibitions and projects.” The Vermont Agency of 
Education is engaging teachers in the development, 
use, and scoring of performance tasks. They are 
creating dynamic learning maps, which are tools for 
showing the connections between the knowledge, 
skills, and understandings needed to meet standards.

   The Smarter Balanced Assessment 
Consortium and PARCC

Resulting from the Every Student Succeeds Act 
(ESSA) passed in 2015, two state groups,  
The Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium and 
the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for 
College and Careers (PARCC), won federal grants in 
2010 to design new tests for the Common Core State 
Standards. Both groups are including performance 
tasks as a way to measure Common Core Standards. 
However, from what I have found, these organizations 
are still primarily focused on standardized-testing.

  Stanford Center for Assessment, 
Learning and Equity

The Stanford Center for Assessment, Learning and 
Equity (SCALE) “designs and develops performance 
assessment products and solutions for states, 
districts and educational foundations.”  
They develop assessment systems to assess both 
student and teacher performance.  

They oversee scoring procedures and provide 
professional development to support educators 
involved in the work. They also research to support 
the validity and reliability of the assessment system 
that has been created. 

  Digital Promise + League 
of Innovative Schools

Digital Promise has created a Competency-Based 
Education Toolkit, allowing students to develop and 
demonstrate mastery of life skills. The toolkit is 
based on this framework developed based on a  
multi-year, multi-district (i.e. the League of Innovative  
Schools) implementation of competency-based 
education. 

They mention four areas related  to assessment:

  A flexible assessment schedule

  Assessment experiences focused 
on transfer of knowledge

   Defined learning objectives

  Defined rubrics for  
demonstrating understanding

Based on the language used in these four statements 
(esp. 2 and 4), it appears the focus is more on 
knowledge, rather than skills, but Digital Promise 
claims to be focused on life skills.

1
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Quest Forward Academy Santa Rosa, www.opportunityeducation.org,  
March 2018: Student working independently on a Course.

https://dynamiclearningmaps.org/about/model
http://www.smarterbalanced.org/assessments/
https://parcc.pearson.com/
https://parcc.pearson.com/
https://scale.stanford.edu/
https://scale.stanford.edu/
https://digitalpromise.org/cbe_topic/
https://digitalpromise.org/cbe_topic/
http://digitalpromise.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/CBE-Framework-updated-2017.pdf
http://www.opportunityeducation.org
http://www.opportunityeducation.org
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 David Conley 

David Conley, Professor at the University 
of Oregon, published a report in 2014 called  
“A New Era of Educational Assessment.”  
In the report, Dr. Conley explains the 
importanceof performance assessments. 

An Edutopia article summarizing this report 
does an excellent job describing meaningful 
performance assessment:

Conley’s key findings (as described
in the Edutopia article) include:

  Being college and career ready depends on 
academic knowledge, academic skills, personal 
and interpersonal competencies, and practical 
knowledge about the transition to life after 
high school. Students need time management 
and goal-setting skills, financial planning skills, 
perseverance, and the ability to self-advocate.

  Research shows schools can effectively 
teach and assess a much wider range of 
competencies, including motivation,  
persistence, self-discipline, problem-solving, etc.

  Standardized tests are convenient,  
but not very informative.

  States are turning to performance assessments 
to better assess skills and knowledge.

  Skills and college and career readiness are 
best measured through a combination of 
assessments. No single measure provides all the 
information that’s needed to provide feedback, 
guide instruction, and judge performance.

Dr. Conley talks about “big picture” assessment and a 
continuum of assessments, which is reflected in 
the figure below. Performance tasks and projects are 
the best way to get at “the big picture” of what skills 
students have and what they can do.
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Here’s how you know when you have true, 
meaningful performance assessment 
happening in your classroom: when 
preparing for the test, taking the test, and 
then applying the skill in real life all look 
the same. Consider the skill of parallel 
parking (or any other driving competency). 
How do you learn and practice it? By 
parallel parking. When you’re getting a 
driver’s license, how are you tested for this 
skill? By parallel parking. And what do you 
do with the skill after you pass the test?  
You parallel park.

Figure 1: A Continuum of Assessments from Conley, D. (2014).  https://www.edutopia.org/blog/new-era-student-assessment-bob-lenz 
“A New Era for Educational Assessment.” Deeper Learning Research Series. Jobs for the Future.

https://www.edutopia.org/blog/new-era-student-assessment-bob-lenz 
https://digitalpromise.org/cbe_topic/
https://www.edutopia.org/blog/new-era-student-assessment-bob-lenz
https://www.edutopia.org/blog/new-era-student-assessment-bob-lenz 
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 Envision Schools

Envision’s methodology is driven by authentic 
assessment, in addition to traditional forms of 
testing. Their major assessment tool is called 
a “Portfolio Defense,” modeled after a thesis or 
dissertation defense. Students create portfolios 
of their best work, which they defend in front of 
an audience of peers, educators, and community 
members. Students defend their work multiple times 
for various classes and projects to practice for a 
comprehensive defense at the end of 8th, 10th, and 
12th grades. Successfully passing the portfolio 
defense is a graduation requirement. 

  California Performance Assessment 
Collaborative & the Performance  
Assessment Resource Bank

The California Performance Assessment Collaborative 
(CPAC) is a professional learning community aiming 
to improve assessments for students. It is made of 
educators, researchers, and policy makers studying 
and designing authentic assessment opportunities, 
such as portfolios, projects, and presentations that 
require students to apply knowledge of content and 
21st century skills. 

They work with other groups previously mentioned 
in this document, such as Envision and SCALE. They 
have created a Performance Assessment Resource 
Bank that includes a database of resources related 
to performance tasks, portfolio frameworks, learning 
progression and frameworks, rubrics, scoring, and 
research on these topics. This webinar talks more 
about this resource bank.

 Linda Darling-Hammond

Dr. Darling-Hammond has long been a leader 
in educational research and assessment. 
She recently wrote a report for the Learning 
Policy Institute and The Council of Chief State 
School Officers called “Developing and Measuring 
Higher Order Skills: Models for State Performance 
Assessment Systems.” In this report, she describes 
four models for integrating performance-based tasks 
into assessment systems. 

All four models have been used successfully at state 
and national levels around the world. These models
can be combined in various ways and include:

  Performance items or tasks as part of 
traditional ‘sit-down’ tests. 

  Curriculum-embedded tasks that are 
implemented in the classroom during the school 
year, assessing more complex sets of skills. 
These may be common or locally developed 
and may stand alone or be combined with test 
results to produce a summative score. 

   Portfolios or collections of evidence that 
aggregate multiple tasks to display a broad set 
of competencies in multiple domains or genres. 

  Comprehensive assessment systems that 
include traditional sit-down tests, curriculum-
embedded tasks, and portfolios and exhibitions 
leading to a student defense, each serving 
distinctive complementary purposes 
(Darling-Hammond, 2017, p1).

1
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Performance Assessment Resource Bank, www.performanceassessmen-
tresourcebank.org, August 2017: Discover Performance Assessment Resources

https://envisionschools.org/our-approach/
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/project/california-performance-assessment-collaborative
https://www.performanceassessmentresourcebank.org/
https://www.performanceassessmentresourcebank.org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Zk-plWRTN80&feature=youtu.be
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/sites/default/files/product-files/Models_State_Performance_Assessment_Systems_REPORT.pdf
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/sites/default/files/product-files/Models_State_Performance_Assessment_Systems_REPORT.pdf
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/sites/default/files/product-files/Models_State_Performance_Assessment_Systems_REPORT.pdf
http://www.performanceassessmentresourcebank.org
http://www.performanceassessmentresourcebank.org
http://www.performanceassessmentresourcebank.org
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  National Center for  
Fair and Open Testing

The National Center for Fair and Open Testing is 
constructing model state systems to replace testing 
overkill. They are focusing on artifacts, portfolios, 
and performance tasks, and incorporating both 
classroom-based evidence and student work done 
outside of school. Assessments are practitioner-
designed based on what grows out of the curriculum 
at that school and they are student-focused. 
Students choose content (e.g. specific science or 
history investigation) and mode of presentation to 
demonstrate skills.

 Pittsfield Middle High School

PMHS uses competency-based learning. In every 
course, students have a list of 5-7 statements that 
reflect competencies they need to demonstrate. 
In class, teachers and students reference these 
competencies often. They are used to create 
expectations and focus students’ attention on skills, 
not grades and points. 

One way to make this shift is to take traditional 
assessment categories (homework, quizzes, tests) 
and the points associated with them and replace 
them with points assigned per competency.

This helps to change how students think about 
assessment. Students can choose how they 
demonstrate competencies. Students can choose a 
test or project. Students go back to redo work until 
they can demonstrate the competency. Students may 
all be at different points in the curriculum.

  The Gordon Commission on the 
Future of Assessment in Education

The Gordon Commission on the Future of 
Assessment in Education is made up of educational 
leaders that study assessment policy, practices, 
and technologies and make recommendations for 
designing assessment models that address future 
needs of students. Like many of the other people and 
organizations described in this brief, the commission 
believes that the purpose of assessment is “to serve, 
inform, and improve teaching and learning processes 
and outcomes.”  All assessment systems should 
be coordinated and focused on collecting evidence 
of competency. The Commissions’ publications go 
into great detail with useful recommendations for 
designing assessment models.

The way we measure 
students’ academic 
progress sends powerful 
messages about what 
kinds of learning we value. 

The Gordon Commission on the Future of 
Assessment in Education’s latest video

The Gordon Commision, www.gordoncommission.org/index.html, August 2017

http://www.fairtest.org/sites/default/files/FairTest-Model-Assessment-Report-2016.pdf
https://www.edutopia.org/article/competency-based-learning-developing-mastery-skills-and-content
http://www.gordoncommission.org/index.html
http://www.gordoncommission.org/index.html
http://www.gordoncommission.org/publications_reports.html
http://www.gordoncommission.org/index.html
http://www.gordoncommission.org/index.html
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 Nellie Mae Foundation

Similar to OE, the Nellie Mae Foundation aims to 
prepare learners for success by emphasizing student-
centered approaches to learning. The foundation 
supports personalized, competency-based learning 
and recognizes that learning happens anytime, 
anywhere. They offer numerous resources that may 
be relevant for Quest Forward Learning, including a 
report on competency-based education.

 Valerie Shute

Valerie Shute’s work on stealth assessments focuses 
on evidence-based learning, primarily through video 
game play. However, this embedded-assessment 
approach is relevant in and out of games. 
Assessments should be woven into the curriculum 
and lead to specific actions. Assessments should 
be unobtrusive and the output from assessments 
should be transparent. Students should know at any 
given point how they are doing relative to important 
competencies. Stealth assessments may include 
analytics and feedback directly from the technology 
rather than relying on a mentor, peer, or self to provide 
assessment data and feedback.

 Dan Schwartz and Dylan Arena 

Dan Schwartz and Dylan Arena’s research focuses 
on choice-based assessments. They argue that good 
assessments should help students learn to act 
independently and make good choices. Assessments 
should reflect values and therefore, choice should be 
core to assessment frameworks. 

Much more research needs to be done on this topic, 
but one example can highlight the importance of 
choice in assessment. One of the Quest Forward 
Learning skills is “Learn From Setbacks,” which 
includes persistence and revising work to incorporate 
feedback. The number of times a student chooses 
to revise an artifact and the % of artifacts revised 
can speak to their competency with the “Learn from 
setbacks” skill and persistence. This is also an 
example of a stealth assessment.

Stealth Assessment by Valerie Shute and Matthew Ventura, https://mitpress.
mit.edu/books/stealth-assessment, © 2013: Measuring and Supporting 
Learning in Video Games

Measuring What Matters Most by Daniel L. Schwartz and Dylan Arena, 
https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/measuring-what-matters-most, © 2013:  
Choice-Based Assessments for the Digital Age

https://www.nmefoundation.org/
https://www.nmefoundation.org/resources
https://www.nmefoundation.org/getmedia/ecdb1d44-6c28-46fc-ab35-9d1ea64d9dd4/CompetencyWorks-QualityAndEquityByDesign?ext=.pdf
https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/stealth-assessment
https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/measuring-what-matters-most
https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/measuring-what-matters-most
https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/stealth-assessment
https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/stealth-assessment
https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/stealth-assessment
https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/measuring-what-matters-most
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The key findings from this review are:

  All projects and organizations use competency- or proficiency-based approaches, 
emphasizing skills over content knowledge.

  The most common assessment tools are performance-based tasks and projects, student 
projections or trajectories (resulting in learning maps), and portfolios. Rubrics are used 
extensively with most of these tools (student projections being the exception).  
Badges are mentioned occasionally, but are not a primary assessment tool for most.

  While most of the projects, people, and organizations I researched talk about using 
rubrics as a gold-standard. There are others, such as Alfie Kohn, that believe rubrics 
reinforce traditional ways of thinking about learning and overemphasize grades rather 
than progress towards learning targets. 

  Students are active participants in the assessment process by co-defining 
assessments (projects), reflecting, and self-assessing.

  Public performances and showcases create an audience for assessment  
tasks and a space to further develop ideas and grow personally.

 Grades are never final. Students should always be able to redo and revise.

  All of the projects emphasize professional learning communities (“Networked 
Improvement Communities”), and educators working together within schools and 
districts to develop, test, and refine authentic assessments. Educators practice 
using assessment tools together to calibrate and refine the process and tools. 

  Embedded assessments and choice-based assessments are good ways to ensure 
assessment is FOR learning, not OF learning.
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Recommendations for OE Platform Team

General Recommendations

  Solidify our language. We talk about “skills,” but rarely mention “competencies” and “proficiencies,” 
each of which mean something slightly different. We need to better understand these terms and how 
and when to use them in Quest Forward Learning (or not use them), and we need a good rationale 
for why we use the language we do. Most people are talking about skills and the competencies 
needed to demonstrate skills. Interestingly, I cannot find many good sources that talk about these 
distinctions in education, and many use them interchangeably. Here is one source from the business 
world, a blog post by a principal, and a diagram that depict the distinction. 

  Consider working with the Stanford Center for Assessment, Learning and Equity (SCALE) or another 
organization to develop an assessment system and to test the reliability and validity of assessments. 
The Quest Forward Learning assessment system will be complex and it is really important that the 
assessment tools be useful for improving mentoring and learning, not just assessing. 

  Continue to develop a skills framework that drives our assessment system long-term. The skills 
framework should align with the vision for Quest Forward Learning students, but also incorporate 
more of the socio-emotional skills that have been left out so far. 

  Work with mentors, school directors, and other stakeholders to develop a shared vision for 
assessment within Quest Forward Learning. This is an essential step for ensuring that the Quest 
Forward Learning vision for assessment is embedded in Quest Forward Learning, particularly as we 
scale. Stakeholders need capacity for developing assessment systems, tools, and practices that 
align with their practices and local contexts.

Research Recommendations

 �Conduct�more�in-depth�research�on�specific�assessment�tools,�and�provide�recommendations�for�
creating and using these tools. These are the evidence-based assessment tools that have emerged 
as most important:

 a. Performance tasks and projects
 b.  Portfolios
 c.  Badges 
 d. Rubrics - guidelines for using and creating
 e. Learning progressions and progress maps
 f. Strategies for effective formative assessment and quick check-ins
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  Conduct more research on Networked Improvement Communities and make recommendations for 
how to build these across Quest Forward Learning organizations. This work, along with research on 
professional learning communities, will be essential for scaling Quest Forward Learning and creating 
sustainable, long-term use of Quest Forward Learning.

  Consider conducting research on using existing digital tools to develop, administer, and score 
assessments and games as assessment. This is not something mentioned in much of the research 
I did, but may be worth looking into further. There are many tools for creating short quizzes, exit 
slips, etc. that support formative assessment and that can be of value. In recent years, using games 
for assessment has been discussed a lot, although this feels very curriculum specific and can be 
considered a type of performance assessment.

Platform Recommendations

  Provide�features�and�tools�that�help�students�show�a�variety�of�evidence,�reflect,�and�discuss�their�skills�
and progress with others. Our primary goal is to support the process and provide scaffolding to promote 
deeper learning through assessment.

  Support multiple forms of summative and formative assessment. No single assessment tool captures 
all the information needed to understand the big picture and the whole student. Deeply support a range 
of summative tools (curating portfolios, completing performance tasks or projects at mastery levels) 
and formative tools (feedback at check-ins and on quest artifacts).

� �When�we�first�build�an�assessment�system,�the�content�and�requirements�should�be�flexible�and�
customizable, not standardized across organizations. Start by having mentors and individual 
organizations create assessment tools specific to their programs and students’ needs. Do not create 
assessment tools that are standardized and used across all Quest Forward Learning organizations (e.g. 
a standard set of performance tasks). 

  Keep in mind that students should be able to demonstrate skills when they are ready, not at 
predetermined points in time. There will be natural places for students to demonstrate skills (mastery 
levels), but students should have some flexibility in when and how they get to those levels. If they have 
not done all the quests in the prior levels, but have all the skills, they should be able to complete the 
mastery-level assessment activity.

  Provide visual indicators of assessment and skill status. Mentors and students will need to know what 
skills have already been demonstrated through assessments, what still needs to be demonstrated, 
and overall standing (strengths, areas needing improvement, etc.). A skills map (think tiles that flip as 
students demonstrate skills) could be one feature that supports this.

  Create the ability for students to revise or redo artifacts, activities, or entire quests. Nothing should 
ever be set in stone, and we want to support growth and iteration.
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Recommendations for Mentors and School Leaders

  Mentors and School Leaders should work together to define, create, and pilot assessment tools. 
We recommend 1) creating a performance task or project, and/or 2) curating and reflecting on a 
portfolio, and 3) creating a rubric to use along with 1 or 2 to assess skills.

 a.  Begin by defining specific skills and competencies that all students will need to demonstrate. 
Start with just 1-2 skills to assess in the next month, rather than creating a plan for your entire 
Quest Forward Learning program.

 b.   Define the objectives and evidence students will need to provide to demonstrate the skill(s). 

 c.  Determine the best tool to help you assess students’ skills. Collaboratively create the assessment 
tool or ask students to propose what they would like to do to demonstrate the skills.

 d.  Ask students to submit evidence and a written reflection explaining how the work 
demonstrates the skills. This should be done when they are ready and have appropriate 
evidence to demonstrate the skill.

 e.  Collaboratively assess student evidence and discuss the usefulness of the assessment tool 
for teaching and learning purposes. Use the rubrics and scores as tools FOR learning, not just 
assessments OF learning.

  Create�flexible�assessment�schedules. Assessments should be planned at opportunities when 
students are ready to demonstrate skills. Not every student will be ready to demonstrate skills 
on the same date or at the same point in the curriculum.

  Arrange opportunities for students to participate in public exhibitions and showcases. Ideally this 
happens at least once per semester. This is an opportunity for students to publicly show others what 
they are learning and skills they are developing. Students are likely to take these events seriously and 
use them as opportunities to develop rich evidence to demonstrate their skills. It also provides added 
meaning, value, and incentive when students have a real audience (not just the teacher.) The 
community and family members appreciate these events too.

  Students should always be able to redo and revise to improve their skills and grades (if you have 
grades.) This emphasizes growth, iteration, feedback, and ongoing learning. Grades should never be 
set in stone, and students should always be encouraged to improve their work and skills.

  Students should be able to use evidence from quests, projects, internships, and work outside of 
Quest Forward Learning to demonstrate skills. Evidence should not have to come from a specific 
quest artifact necessarily.
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Recommendations for Curriculum Designers

  Build a curriculum around core competencies and skills, and recommend mentors focus 
assessments on these skills. Define specific skills and competencies from the start (or layer this 
component on an existing curriculum). Describe objectives and evidence needed to show these 
skills. Students should know from the start what they will need to demonstrate to complete a course.

 �Define�how�you�will�use�mastery�levels�to�provide�feedback�to�and�assess�students�and�for�
now, develop quests and assessment tools that address your needs. Mastery levels are good 
opportunities to incorporate performance tasks, projects, reflection activities, and self-assessments. 
They are also good moments to curate a portfolio.

 
  Determine assessment needs within individual quests. How will artifacts be assessed? What tools 

do mentors and students need to make these artifacts even more valuable for supporting learning? 
What kinds of strategies should mentors use to assess students at check-ins?
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Conclusion

There is no single way or a right way to assess students, but we do know that the Quest 

Forward Learning assessment system should be more than an assessment of learning. It 

should involve activities that help students to practice skills and learn more deeply. Portfolios, 

embedded performance tasks, and a skills-forward approach will be key achieving this goal. 

As we launch the first Quest Forward Academies we will need to create a shared vision for 

assessment along with mentors and school leaders. This will drive future assessment work 

and ensure that all the assessment components work together to address student needs.

Quest Forward Academy Santa Rosa, www.opportunityeducation.org, March 2018: Students and mentor work through a Course.

http://www.opportunityeducation.org
http://www.opportunityeducation.org
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