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Acquiring the Right Assessment 

Solution for College and Career 

Readiness 

 
Districts implementing the college- and career-ready (CCR) standards1 face the challenge of 

changing both what is taught and how it is taught. One essential component of any CCR 

implementation is a high-quality assessment program to support instructional shifts. But 

acquiring the right assessment solution in a time of tight budgets and over-burdened staff is a 

challenge in its own right. Districts need to maximize quality and minimize expense.  

 

Any viable solution will include content and an administration and reporting suite. Although 

components are often developed and sold separately, an assessment program cannot be fully 

evaluated by considering the two separately. Quality assessment content is a prerequisite for 

meaningful data, and quality reporting turns data into action.  

 

This paper will evaluate several options for implementing the right CCR assessment solution for 

your district, providing a detailed analysis of the options for acquiring assessment content, and the 

importance of pairing that content with the right administration and reporting tools. 

 

First, let’s examine the four options for acquiring content. There are risks to each of the options. 

The table below provides a summary of how each option stacks up. A detailed analysis of each 

option follows. 
 

   Option 1: 

Re-align legacy 

assessments to CCR 

standards 

  Option 2: 

Create new 

assessments 

  Option 3: 

Use consortium 

content 

  Option 4: 

Purchase assessment 

content 

Quality Low Moderate High Depends on developer 

Expense/time Moderate High Moderate Depends on quality 

of content and 

platform 

Reporting Data not aligned with 
instructional goals 

Limited report variety Insufficient formative 
information 

Depends on the 

relationship between 

the content and the 

platform  

                                                           
1
 College- and career-ready standards are generally standards adopted by states after 2009 in recognition of the 

need for more consistency among states. More significantly, these standards were developed to improve the 
chances of student success in college and career. The Common Core State Standards (CCSS) are the most well-
known among these standards. However, even states that have not embraced the CCSS have embraced the goal of 
college and career readiness and developed their standards accordingly. 
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Option 1: Re-Align Legacy Assessment Materials to CCR Standards 
 
 

 

Quality 
 

Low 
 

Expense and time 
 

Moderate 
 

Reporting 
 

Data not aligned with instructional 
goals 

 

 

The major issue of re-aligning legacy assessments to CCR standards is quality. Fluence 

discovered these issues first hand when trying to take an item bank written to California state 

standards and re-align it to the Common Core State Standards. The following are just a few of 

the major issues:  

 
 Re-aligned content does not assess learning at the deeper levels expected by college- and 

career-ready standards. For example, college- and career-ready math requires more 

problem solving and an emphasis on conceptual understanding as well as procedural 

fluency. This shift will not be reflected in re-aligned assessment content. In ELA, the text 

complexity requirements have significantly increased.  

 
 Writing prompts written to legacy standards often do not require using evidence from text 

or other resources. 
 

 Re-aligned content does not have the right balance of literary and nonfiction texts. College- 
and career-ready standards expect increased emphasis on content-rich nonfiction. 

 
Although these examples are related to specifically to re-aligned to the CCSS, results are the 

same when legacy content is re-aligned to a set of state standards that addresses college- and 

career-ready goals.  

 

These quality issues apply to content re-aligned by a publisher as well as content re-aligned by a 

district. So look out for huge item banks that vendors claim are to the CCSS. How did they create 

so many items so fast? The answer is that much of that content was realigned from legacy item 

banks. 

 
 

“The Common Core is a big change from what we had before...  

Many companies are exaggerating their products’ alignment 

to the Common Core and their ability to improve achievement.” 

 

--Scott Marion, National Center for the Improvement of Educational Assessment 
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Option 2: Create New Assessments 
 
 

 

Quality 
 

Moderate 
 

Expense and time 
 

High 
 

Reporting 
 

Limited report variety 
 

 

Developing assessment content internally within a district can be better than re-aligning existing 

content. In the process, teachers can learn about the standards, and the content will more closely 

match CCR goals. However, the amount of time it takes to write content internally is often far 

greater than expected. Additionally, quality may not consistently measure up to high standards. 

Because of the time, it is difficult to develop enough content to support an assessment and 

generate all the types of reports that a district needs to influence instruction.   

 

Developing assessments from scratch requires a huge time investment. 

 
Developing assessment content internally may seem like a way to save money, but think about the 

number of hours it will take to complete. If teachers are recruited, usually a district ends up paying 

for release time. Think also about all the other things teachers could be doing with that time 

instead. The reasons that content development takes a long time are many and varied. Here are 

some of the content development tasks:   

 
 training teachers on best practices of assessment development 

 selecting or authoring passages; this task is further complicated because 

most teachers have limited training in the metrics of text complexity 

 authoring selected response and constructed-response items with rubrics 

 reviewing and editing items 

 authoring performance tasks 

 reviewing and editing performance tasks 

 constructing the assessments 

 reviewing and revising assessments 

 pagination and printing 

 delivering assessments to school sites 
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On top of initial development, assessment content requires ongoing maintenance and 

improvement. Teachers will want to adjust assessment content as they work through issues that 

arise in the classroom. If instructional units are adjusted, then assessments will need to be 

changed to match. After the first year of implementation, most districts want to adjust and update 

assessments, which will require another round of item development. You should consider the cost 

of maintaining, updating, and refreshing the assessments in your analysis of the total cost. 

 

Indirect teacher professional development related to developing assessment content 

is inefficient. 

 
Developing assessments is one way for teachers to interact with the new standards in a detailed 

way.  However, professional development specifically focused on understanding the content and 

intended instructional shifts is usually a better way to become familiar with the standards. 

Besides, teacher time is an extremely limited and valuable resource. It can be argued that 

teachers’ PD time should focus on the implementation of instruction rather than on writing 

assessment content.   

 

Teachers are not professional assessment item authors. 

 
Writing good assessment items requires extensive training and practice. Professional assessment 

item authors undergo training in item design, assessment design, principles of universal design, 

depth of knowledge, metrics of text complexity and bias and sensitivity issues, just to name a few 

topics. Professional assessment developers exist for a reason: item writing is a specialized skill 

that requires expertise.  

 

Additionally, teacher-created assessment items are often derived from instructional materials, 

which is fine if those materials are native to the CCR standards. However, the wider the variety 

of assessment content that students see, the more flexible and transferrable their knowledge 

becomes. Assessment items that are different from the types of problems students encounter in 

the curriculum challenge them to apply knowledge in new situations. 

 

In addition, teachers often write test items that are biased to the ability level of their own 

students. They may find it hard to distinguish between items that surpass their students’ skills 

from items that are beyond grade-level expectations As a result, student performance on these 
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tests may not provide real information about how to support students to achieve grade-level 

expectations  

 

Teachers and districts also rarely have the capacity to develop the technology-enhanced items, 

which are included on consortia and other statewide assessments. Students will benefit from 

experience with these item types before they see them on high-stakes assessments. 

 

The option to review data based on a variety of variables is an important part of utilizing content 

to the fullest. Reporting on results by variables such as Depth of Knowledge (DOK), math cluster, 

or ELA passage, requires planning from the outset. All the variables need to be tracked with each 

item, and sufficient numbers of items need to be developed in each category. Developing content 

to support a wide variety of reports is most likely to occur when reporting and content are 

developed in a synchronized way and unlikely to occur outside of professional development 

settings.  
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Option 3: Use Consortium Content 
 
 

 

Quality 
 

High 
 

Expense and time 
 

Moderate 
 

Reporting Insufficient formative 

information 
 

 

Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium (SBAC) and the Partnership for Assessment of 

Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC) have prepared resources beyond their summative 

assessments for accountability. SBAC provides interim assessments, block assessments, and a 

digital library of tools to support formative assessment processes. PARCC will provide mid-year, 

non-summative assessments; and diagnostic and formative tools. None of these assessment 

options can be modified to address your scope and sequence or instructional goals beyond 

preparing for summative tests. 

SBAC interim assessments and PARCC mid-year assessments 

 

These assessments will be mirrors of the summative assessment. This is useful for preparing 

students for the summative exam and predicting student scores.  The data from the interim 

assessments will be reported at the same level of detail as the summative components, that is 

an overall composite score and claim-level information. That means teachers will get ELA 

scores for high-level topics such as reading, writing, and language use. In math, they will get 

scores for high-level topics like priority math content, problem solving and modeling, and 

communication and reasoning. This information is not specific enough for teachers to use in 

guiding instruction. 

 

SBAC digital library of tools to support formative assessment 
 

The SBAC digital tools library consists of professional development modules about formative 

practices and exemplar lesson plans. It will be a good resource for developing teacher capacity 

to ask probing questions and respond to student needs. It does not include a comprehensive set 

of assessment/instructional tasks for classroom use. 

 

SBAC Block Assessments 

 
The SBAC block assessments are short assessments that address 4-9 sets of assessment targets 

within a subject area. In ELA, for examples sets include Read Literary Texts, Read Informational 

Texts, Edit/Revise, Brief Writes, Listen/Interpret, Research, Informational Performance Task, 
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Opinion Performance Task, and Narrative Performance Task. There are four blocks for each level 

of math, but unlike ELA, these blocks vary by grade. In 6th grade, for example, the targets are 

Ratio and Proportional Relationships, Geometry, Expressions and Equations, and Mathematics 

Performance Task.  

You will note that the each block assessment covers a broad range of material. And like the 

summative and interim assessments, details about student performance is limited to 

information at target level. While this information from the blocks is more specific than the 

interims, it is not likely to be specific enough to influence content.  

PARCC diagnostic and formative tools 

 
These tools for grades K-8 were targeted for delivery in the 2015 school year. In January 2016, they 

were released to “Early Adopters.” 
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Option 4: Purchase Assessment Content 
 
 

 

Quality 
 

Depends on developer 
 

Expense and time 

 

Depends on quality of con- 

tent and platform 
 
 

Reporting 

 

Depends on the relationship 

between the content provider 

and the platform developer 
 

Purchasing professionally developed content can be a good option. The right content will 

maximize quality and require less time from teachers and district staff than the other options. 

However, the wrong content, content of insufficient quality to support a high fidelity 

implementation of CCR standards, can result in a huge loss of time, as well a failure to support 

the intended instructional shifts. Evaluating materials carefully and potentially spending a 

little more up front to get high-quality content is well worth it. The following is a short list of 

what to look for and what to avoid when reviewing assessment content. These criteria are 

based on recommendations from the CCSS authors for math and ELA and “The CriteriaHigher 

Quality Assessment” from experts at Stanford University.2  

 

General quality: 
 

1. Higher-order cognitive skills. Higher-order cognitive skills allow students to learn 

independently, make sense of new material, and apply concepts in novel situations.  

Look for constructed-response items that require students to explain reasoning, justify 

conclusions, write logical arguments, use evidence to support claims, and solve 

application problems. 

Avoid a product with zero to few constructed-response items, constructed-response 

items limited to showing calculations, and writing prompts that are consistently 

divorced from text. 

2. Instructionally sensitive assessments. These are assessments that distinguish deep 

understanding from superficial knowledge and test taking skills. 

Look for assessments in math that target several skills related to the same concept and 

include application problems. In ELA, look for reading questions that are text-

dependent. 

                                                           
2
 http://edpolicy.stanford.edu/sites/default/files/publications/criteria-higher-quality-assessment_0.pdf 

http://www.corestandards.org/assets/Math_Publishers_Criteria_K-8_Spring%25202013_FINAL.pdf
http://www.corestandards.org/assets/Publishers_Criteria_for_3-12.pdf
http://edpolicy.stanford.edu/sites/default/files/publications/criteria-higher-quality-assessment_0.pdf
http://edpolicy.stanford.edu/sites/default/files/publications/criteria-higher-quality-assessment_0.pdf
http://edpolicy.stanford.edu/sites/default/files/publications/criteria-higher-quality-assessment_0.pdf
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Avoid assessments in math that focus on a single standard or assessments that do NOT 

include a good balance of conceptual, application, and procedural items In ELA avoid 

single standard assessments and assessment items that can be answered by picking out 

statements from a text without any deeper comprehension  

3. Data to drive instruction. Assessment results should inform instruction and learning.  

Look for distractors that reflect common errors or misconceptions and distractor 

rationales that clearly describe the error or misconception leading to the answer 

choice. Teacher documents should facilitate item-level analysis and provide data for 

PLC discussions.  

Avoid items with throw-away answer choices and useless or missing distractor rationales. 

Also avoid assessments without documentation that supports item analysis and data-

driven PLC discussions.  

4. Content native to college- and career-ready standards. Content developed to legacy 

standards and re-aligned to CCR standards is unlikely to have the appropriate focus, 

coherence, and rigor.  

Look for content in math that does NOT assess symmetry before grade 4, probability 

before grade 7, and geometric transformations before grade 8. Items assessing non-

priority clusters should often link to priority content. In ELA, look for content that 

includes content-rich text in the early grades with items assessing listening 

comprehension as well as foundational skills. Texts should meet quantitative and 

qualitative measures of complexity for the grade level.  

Avoid huge item banks with items clearly developed before 2010, overdependence on 
selected response items and procedural constructed-response items. 

 
5. Wide variety of item types. A wide variety of item types provide opportunities to assess 

concepts and skills in different ways, providing a wider variety of information about 

student understanding.  

Look for technology-enhanced item types such as text highlight, drag and drop, and 

classification, number line as well as innovative selected response items. 

Avoid item banks restricted to one or two item types. 
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In math look for the following: 

 Opportunities for students to demonstrate mathematical practices 

 A balance of procedural, conceptual, and application problem types 

 Focus and coherence. The content should reflect the focus of the grade level or the 

grade band and progress across grades in a coherent manner that reflects the 

organization of the CCSS. 

 
In ELA look for the following: 

 Texts of appropriate complexity based on qualitative and quantitative criteria 

 A    sufficient number of content-rich nonfiction texts 

 Questions and writing prompts that require students to draw evidence from text 

 Authentic opportunities to engage in research, synthesize information from multiple 

sources, and use writing to communicate logical, evidence-based arguments 

 
 

A  Strong Administration   and Reporting System 

 
High-quality content is part of an overall assessment program. To administer assessments and 

analyze student data, you also need a strong administrative and reporting system. An assessment 

platform designed to support CCR standards and facilitate district-wide communication will 

accelerate a high fidelity implementation. Here are a few important features to look for  

 

How do you know if assessment content will prepare students for the consortium 

or state summative assessments? 

Focusing on instruction that helps students develop a deep and flexible understanding 

of the content is the best preparation for the high stakes assessments. 

• Purchase content from a company that demonstrates understanding of the 

goals of college- and career-ready standards. Representatives from the 

company should be able to discuss how their content can address instructional 

shifts and provide specific examples of how they do this. 

• Be clear about the changes you want to see in instruction and 

purchase assessment content to support your instructional goals. 

• Use existing quality criteria to review content. 

• Use existing consortium samples for comparison. 
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 Reporting that contextualizes standards. The common core requires a shift away from 

scrutinizing standards and pieces of standards and toward thinking about content in larger 

chunks. An assessment platform that provides only standard-level analysis does not 

support this shift. Look for reporting tools that include reports at the cluster level in math 

and by passage in ELA. The design of the platform should help teachers understand the 

standards in the context of clusters, domains, strands, and learning progressions. 

 Support for technology-enhanced items. Content that includes technology-enhanced items is 

useless without an assessment administration system that supports those item types.  

 Communication and planning tools. Look for an assessment system with tools that facilitate 

the assessment planning, construction, and review process. Tools that support 

communicating plans across the entire district are also critical.  

 

A coherent system that supports instructional shifts, is built in conjunction with high-quality 

content, and costs the same or less than the cost of developing the system yourself is ideal. 

 

 

  



© 2016 Fluence Learning, LLC. All Rights Reserved.                                                                   www.fluence.net |  13 

             

 

Fluence Learning Assessment Content Suite for College and Career Readiness 

 
Fluence Learning has been developing college- and career-ready assessment content since 

2009. This content is not re-aligned from legacy content. This means that for almost seven years 

the team at Fluence has been working with districts all over the country to implement 

assessment programs that help educators address the instructional shifts.  

Fluence CCR Content Bank 
 

The Fluence CCR Content Bank features the following: 

 More than 33,000 native college- and career-ready items in math and ELA, including 

thousands of technology-enhanced items 

 More than 2,000 complex texts including contemporary, permissioned texts and qualitative 

measures and Certified Lexile measures 

 Items designed to provide evidence of learning and areas for reteaching 

 Opportunities for professional development embedded in the content 

 Answer choice rationales for correct and incorrect items 

 Instructionally sensitive distractors based on error patterns and common misconceptions 

 Rubrics unique to each constructed response item 

 Content that addresses Literacy in History/Social Studies, Science, and Technical Subjects 

 Middle school science content that integrates NGSS and literacy standards 

 Custom item requests 

 Regular contact and support from our content and assessment specialists 

Fluence CCR Quick Checks for ELA and Math 
 

Fluence CCR Quick Checks feature the following: 

 636 assessments, each with four to six items including at least one constructed response 

 Structured to support key instructional concepts 

o Math Quick Checks are based on clusters or concepts. 

o ELA Quick Checks for Reading are based on a matrix of increasing text complexity 

and task complexity. 

 

Fluence CCR Performance Tasks for ELA and Math 
 

Fluence CCR Performance Tasks feature the following: 

 78 multi-part tasks 

 Built in instructional scaffolding 
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 Integrates multiple standards across domains 

 Includes opportunities for collaboration in addition to individual work 

 Requires extended thinking  

 Detailed teacher guides with procedures and rubrics 

 

Fluence CCR K-1 Observational Tasks for ELA and Math 
 

Fluence CCR K-1 Observational Tasks feature the following: 

 124 assessments 

 Addresses college- and career-ready standards in developmentally appropriate ways 

 Math tasks are based on learning progressions. 

 ELA tasks address each strand using a common text. 

 Built in instructional scaffolding 
 

 

Fluence Assessment Services 
 

Fluence Learning offers the following services: 

 Assessment Creation: Subject-matter experts work with you to develop assessments that 

match your scope and sequence. 

 Blueprint Coaching and Development: Our assessment experts conduct on-site workshops 

with your team to build blueprints that match your instructional goals. 

 Assessment Review: Subject experts review assessments that you build. 

 Spanish Transadaptations: Direct translations don’t work. Our Spanish language assessment 

experts shape assessments in Spanish for your students 

 
 

“[CCR K-1 Observational Tasks] made us really look at 

what our students are expected to do, and how we can 

readjust our pacing to make sure they get the instruction 

they need.” 

• Regina Green, Assistant Principal 
 

 

Administration, Reporting, and Analysis Platforms 
 

Fluence Learning partners with several administration, reporting, and analysis platforms. Our 

range of partnerships allows districts to select the platform best meets their needs and use it in 

conjunction with our high-quality content.   
 


