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Assessment Literacy — What Administrators Really Need to Know  
“Putting the focus on learning, not performance will, ironically, improve 
performance.”  Jo Boaler 

Introduction – There are any number of things that America’s school administrators are responsible 
for—either to carry out directly, or to lead others in doing. Many of these leadership responsibilities use 
student achievement instruments and data in one form or another. Some examples of each include (but 
are not limited to) the following.  

Leadership—Administrators need to 

 Monitor the performance of the students in their school or district, using a variety of summative 
assessments provided by the state or the district. This means they need to understand the types 
of assessments used, how to read and interpret score report, and to be able to speak to others 
(such as the board of education) about what the assessment results mean (and don't mean).  

 Understand the accountability metrics used to gauge the status and progress of student learning 
at the building and district levels, meaning to understand the accountability labels applied by 
the state and how to improve the status of the school and the district  

 Knowhowtouseachievementandobservationdatatoholdtheeducatorsinthe school or district 
accountable for the performance of the students, of the school as a whole, or the educators 
who work in the school or district. This may also involve formal evaluations of the quality of 
work of subordinates.  

Leading Others—Administrators need to help subordinates to 

 Help others understand the implications of the summative district and school results.  
 Help those who work for them to understand that different approaches to assessment are used 

for different purposes. 
 Know that simply assessing students more often will not lead to higher achievement  
 Advocate for the need to use assessment practices that actually improve student learning and 

increase student achievement 
 Hold staff accountable for becoming assessment literate, for using assessment practices that 

support student learning, and providing the opportunities and support for them to do so.  

Administrators also need to be able to gauge whether students are learning. There are a variety of 
approaches that can be used—summative, interim benchmark, and formative assessment strategies. As 
the building or district leader, is the administrator able help foster the types of assessment practice that 
encourage in-depth learning and higher achievement? Do administrators understand the elements of a 
balanced approach to assessment, realizing that some assessments serve well the monitoring function, 
while other practices actually encourage and support learning and achievement? Can they thoughtfully 
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encourage and mentor staff, supporting them as they improve their knowledge about and practice using 
assessment in support of learning?  

It is essential that administrators become assessment literate! To not be assessment literate jeopardizes 
the students being served by not helping them to learn to their potential. It may also put the 
administrator’s career in jeopardy, and may also jeopardize the careers of those who teach in the 
building. The stakes are too high—with public scrutiny, district and school accountability, and educator 
evaluation—not to understand the different types of assessment, the purposes to which each can be 
used, to understand the strengths and challenges of each approach to assessment, be able to deploy 
and use the assessments to improve teaching and learning, and come to value good assessment as a 
vital element of improved instruction.  

What Is Assessment Literacy? The Michigan Assessment Consortium (MAC) has defined assessment 
literacy standards for students, teachers, building administrators, district- level administrators, and 
policymakers at the local and state level. For each audience, three types of assessment literacy 
standards have been created:  

 Beliefs—What individuals should believe about student assessment, such as that assessment is a 
critical part of good teaching, learning about assessment takes time and a commitment to do so, 
why a variety of approaches to assessment is best, that it can be used to help improve learning, 
and so forth.  

 Knowledge—What individuals should know and understand about assessment (in non-technical 
terms). This includes that there are different types of assessment that have different purposes, 
each approach has advantages and limitations, how to develop/select good assessments, how to 
use the assessments, and how to understand and interpret the results from them.  

 Performance—What individuals should be able to become more assessment literate himself or 
herself, as well as how to support the assessment literacy development of their staff, students 
and parents in his or her district or school.  

Access the complete set of Assessment Literacy Standards: A National Imperative  (2015) by going to the 
MAC website and finding the Assessment Literacy page. 

What Are Your Next Steps? The first step to becoming assessment literate is to examine the lists of 
assessment literacy standards listed for building administrators and district administrators. Which 
knowledge standards are you confident that you have already achieved? Which performance standards 
have you already carried out or are able to do so? Which dispositions towards assessment can you 
claim?  

Once you have assessed your current status, think about your current professional position. What are 
the assessment and accountability demands of this position (not only for yourself, but also for those 
who work for you?) Which standards are you missing?  

Which knowledge, performance, and disposition standards are most important for you to learn or 
acquire?  

Once you have carried out this self-assessment, carry out the same two activities for your staff. Which 
knowledge standards are you confident that they have already achieved? Which performance standards 

http://michiganassessmentconsortium.org/sites/default/files/mac_AssessLitStds_mobile.pdf
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do you believe that they have already carried out or are able to do so? Which dispositions towards 
assessment can you claim that they have? Are some individuals stronger or weaker in their 
understanding and use of assessment? How might your staff support one another in learning and using 
assessment more effectively?  

Once you have assessed their current status, think about their current professional positions. What are 
the assessment and accountability demands of those positions? Which standards are they missing? 
Which knowledge, performance, and disposition standards are most important for you for them to learn 
or acquire? What strategies will you use to help your staff learn more about assessment and use it more 
proficiently and effectively?  

The result of this self-assessment should be the start of a personal action plan for yourself, as well as the 
start of a professional learning plan for your staff. Using the resources listed in the previous section, 
begin to think about how you can access and use the available resources to address your needs and 
those of your staff.  

For more information about how administrators might use the MAC’s Assessment Literacy Standards, 
contact Ed Roeber, MAC Assessment Director. roeber@msu.edu 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

How Can Administrators Become More Assessment Literate? There are a variety of approaches to 
learning more about assessment.  

A wealth of resources are found on the MAC website (http://www.michiganassessmentconsortium.org)  

Ongoing training is offered through Michigan Department of Education’s F.A.ME. Formative Assessment 
for Michigan Educators or http://www.michigan.gov/mde/0,4615,7-140-22709_55936---,00.html 

In state annual conferences include: Michigan School Testing Conference 
http://gomiem.org/event/2016-michigan-school-testing-conference and MERA MI Education Research 
Association http://merainc.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/Fall-2015-MERA-Conference-Save-The-
Date-Flyer.pdf 

Out of State Annual Conferences include: National Conference on Student Assessment 
http://www.ccsso.org/ncsa.html and the Assessment Training Institute in Portland, OR 

http://ati.pearson.com.    

Here are a few suggested resources for the 2015-16 Academic Year 

Volunteer some of your district staff to help the MAC field test items for draft self-assessment literacy 
tools. Contact: Ed Roeber, MAC Assessment Director at roeber@msu.edu 

Register for Balanced Assessment: Designing and Developing A Balanced Comprehensive Assessment 
Program at the District and School Levels February 3-4, 2016 
http://www.michiganascd.org/event/balanced-assessment-day-1 

mailto:roeber@msu.edu
http://www.michiganassessmentconsortium.org/
http://www.michigan.gov/mde/0,4615,7-140-22709_55936---,00.html
http://gomiem.org/event/2016-michigan-school-testing-conference
http://merainc.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/Fall-2015-MERA-Conference-Save-The-Date-Flyer.pdf
http://merainc.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/Fall-2015-MERA-Conference-Save-The-Date-Flyer.pdf
mailto:roeber@msu.edu
http://www.michiganascd.org/event/balanced-assessment-day-1
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Use the MAC Online Courses about Developing Common Assessments 
www.resa.net/development/workshopregistration Course work is online and includes 24 self-paced 
modules. 

Host a MAC Reads! Regional Study Group. This year groups read Susan Brookhart titles and culminate 
with a live webinar with the author March 7, 2016. Process guides are provided, titles include: Formative 
Classroom Walkthroughs: How Principals and Teachers Collaborate to Raise Student Achievement, How 
to Create and Use Rubrics for Formative Assessment and Grading and Advancing Formative Assessment 
in Every Classroom. Contact: Kathy Dewsbury-White MAC President/CEO to host a regional site and co-
sponsor this MAC professional learning event. kdwhite@michiganassessmentconsortium.org 

Register for Student Involvement in the Feedback Process February 2, 2015 This day-long professional 
learning event will be held at Oakland Schools and is co-sponsored by the MAC Oakland Schools and MI 
ASCD http://www.michiganascd.org/event/susan-brookhart 

Here are two websites and one video we are recommending: 

CSAI has collaborated with the Reform Support Network to share Assessment Design Toolkit 

 http://www.csai-online.org/spotlight/assessment-design-toolkit 

A new site Assessment Literacy Making Sense of K-12 Assessment for Learning  

http://assessmentliteracy.org/about/ 

One 14-minute video produced by the MAC featuring Rick Stiggins Q & A about Assessment Literacy 

http://michiganassessmentconsortium.org/resource/video-conference/rick-stiggens-assessment-
literacy 

 

 

 

 

 

About the MAC 

Founded in 2008 as an un-incorporated statewide directorship and then constituted as a not-for-profit, 
nonpartisan organization in 2012, the MAC is dedicated to the development of quality, comprehensive 
assessment systems and practices. The MAC is a unique education partner in the state with an independent 
voice, providing informed responses to assessment issues that impact student learning. The MAC contributes to 
assessment literacy in the state through publishing Assessment Literacy Standards, writing and publishing on 
various assessment topics, providing assessment development resources, hosting professional learning events, 
and engaging in development and evaluation projects that have produced model assessments, and supporting 
model programs contributing to high quality teacher assessment practices.  
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