
 

Flexibility and Comparability within a System 

 

Intended Outcome of Session: 

Participants will be able to identify and analyze where local assessment/accountability flexibility is allowed under ESSA, and other related areas 
where states may provide flexibility to districts.  

Alignment to CCSSO Principles and Roadmap 

 
Principle 3: Focus on 
Outcomes 

Main Point 

Base accountability determinations on multiple, high-quality measures that are aligned with advancing college and 
career ready goals. 

Opportunities and 
Considerations for 
State Leadership 
 
Each state COULD… 
 

 Consider the value of and mechanism for including a mix of state and local measures in accountability reporting 
systems to spur innovation and authenticity, where there is sufficient validity, capacity, scale, etc. 

 Consider efforts to improve quality and utility in the state’s system of assessments, including the number and mix of 
interim and summative assessments, the inclusion of performance-based assessments, and the number and mix of 
state and local assessments, so that essential diagnostic, instructional, and accountability purposes are met with the 
minimum number of assessments needed, assessments are clearly being used for their intended purposes, and 
assessments meet criteria of high-quality, individually and as a system.1 

ESSA Requirements 
 
Each state MUST… 

Assessment:  ESSA requires state high-quality assessments in reading/language arts and math in grades 3-8 and once in 
high school (and grade-span tests in science). Flexibility options for assessment offered under ESSA include: 
 A pilot for innovative assessment models (up to 7 states in the first 3 years) (see ESSA § 1204); and, 
 Locally-selected, nationally-recognized high school assessments (see ESSA § 1111(b)(2)(H)). A district may request 

that the state consider a nationally-recognized high school assessment to use, and they may use it instead of the 
state test. If it is approved in one district, that assessment may be used in any other district. Negotiated rule making 
clarified that nationally-recognized means an assessment of high school students’ knowledge and skills that is 
administered in multiple states and is accepted by institutions of higher education in those or other states for the 

                                                           
1 http://www.ccsso.org/Documents/2013/CCSSO%20Assessment%20Quality%20Principles%2010-1-13%20FINAL.pdf 

http://www.ccsso.org/Documents/2013/CCSSO%20Assessment%20Quality%20Principles%2010-1-13%20FINAL.pdf


purposes of entrance or placement into courses in post-secondary education or training programs. This may limit the 
selection of possible assessments to SAT and ACT, and to the nationally recognized state consortia assessments 
(PARCC and Smarter Balanced) in districts where these are not currently offered.   

 Meeting the Title I statewide assessment requirements at any grade with a “single summative assessment…or 
through multiple statewide interim assessments during the course of the academic year that result in a single 
summative score that provides valid, reliable, and transparent information on student achievement or growth.” (see 
ESSA § 1111(b)(2)(B)(viii)) 

Elevating Equity  Decisions about flexibility on metrics/assessments come with comparability and data transparency implications that 
relate to equity.   States should be cautious about the capacity of districts to select, implement and collect locally 
defined accountability measures. Specific quality expectations or process for review may be necessary.  

 States choosing one of the assessment flexibility options will need to ensure that their assessments are available, fair 
and accessible for all students. ESSA requires disaggregation of data for all student subgroups and for each 
assessment or measure the state uses. States will need to establish a minimum number for subgroup reporting and 
accountability that is as inclusive as possible and appropriate given context, validity, need to protect student privacy, 
etc. 

 ESSA requires that states beginning in 2017-18 (and at least once every three years thereafter) identify for 
comprehensive support and improvement a group of lowest-performing schools based on the state’s accountability 
system, including at least the lowest-performing 5 percent of schools receiving Title I funds and all high schools 
graduating less than 67% of their students. Assessment data are critical for making these determinations.  

 States choosing an assessment flexibility option should also consider how their definition and determination of 
“lowest performing” is affected by districts using different assessments. 

 Decisions about SAT and ACT also may implicate equity issues related to costs for students (e.g. retaking tests) 

Resources/Examples  CCSSO Critical Area Outline: Innovative Assessment and Accountability Pilots 
 CCSSO ESEA Implementation Considerations – Innovation Considerations in ESSA 
 NH Hampshire Performance Assessment for Competency Education 
 Choices and Trade-offs: Key Questions for State Policymakers when Selecting High School Assessments 
 Memo to USED regarding implementation of assessment pilot (Center for Assessment and KnowledgeWorks) 

Issues and Questions 
to Consider 

 What role does the assessment and accountability system play in achieving the state educational goals? Will local 
flexibility in assessment for accountability improve the likelihood of achieving those goals? 

 What flexibility opportunities will my state take advantage of to support the state assessment and accountability 
system? 
 Interim Assessment Option: What are the intended purposes and uses of the state assessment system? Is there 

an assessment design other than a single, end-of-year assessment that can better serve those purposes?  
 High School Option: How will the state design the review process for high school assessment proposals so that 

http://www.ccsso.org/Documents/2016/CriticalAreaOutlineInnovativeAssessmentPilots(0).pdf
http://www.ccsso.org/Documents/2016/ESSA/InnovationCCSSOESEAImplementationConsiderations.pdf
http://education.nh.gov/assessment-systems/documents/overview.pdf
http://education-first.com/library/publication/choices-and-trade-offs/
http://www.nciea.org/publication_PDFs/USED%20Memo%20-%20Recommendations%20for%20Assessment%20Pilot_FINAL.pdf


the outcomes of the review are in alignment with our state vision while preserving the role of the accountability 
system? 

 Assessment and Accountability Pilot Option: How will the state collect evidence of comparability to support the 
use of local assessments in an accountability system?  

 States will need to ensure that the information the accountability system provides to its stakeholders is accurate and 
carries the same meaning across all districts in the state. What evidence will you need to support the comparability 
claim being made? 

 Would the development of customizable reporting systems preserve the goals of the accountability system while 
allowing for local flexibility over some of the reported indices? 

Next Steps 1. Identify whether you need local flexibility to meet the goals of your accountability system. 
2. Understand what local flexibility your LEAs want or need. 
3. Identify the types of indicators/assessments needed and the associated trade-offs. 
4. Determine your state’s process for ensuring comparability of assessments should you chose different tests. 
5. Determine compliance with ESSA and decide whether or not your state will need to apply for a demonstration 

authority. 

 


