
 An NEA policy brief  

NEA Education Policy and Practice Department | Center for Great Public Schools |  1201 16th St., NW, Washington, D.C. 20036      

Students spend between six to eight hours in school 
per day, which amounts to approximately 1,080 to 
1,440 hours per year.  In that year, there are many 

opportunities for students to let their teachers and par-
ents know what they have learned and for a school to let 
the community know about its progress.  Students share 
their learned knowledge, for example, through their oral 
presentations and writings and on classroom and district-
based assessments.  However, the current version of the 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA)—No Child 

Left Behind (NCLB)—bases de-
cisions on student and school 
success on a once-a-year set of 
standardized tests in only two 
subjects, reading and mathe-
matics.  Students have the right 

to provide as many opportunities as possible to demon-
strate what they have learned, and schools deserve more 
than just two test scores to show their progress.  

One important alternative to the narrow testing 
that results from current federal law is the use of multiple 
measures of student learning.  Multiple sources of evidence 
of student learning can include items such as teacher, dis-
trict, or school assessments, assessments in subjects other 
than reading and mathematics, performance tasks, projects, 
and portfolios.  Incorporating data from such a range of 
sources would end the reliance on a single test of student 
knowledge in two subjects to evaluate students for school 
accountability purposes.  It could allow for a more reliable 
measure of student learning, encourage the teaching of a 
broader number of subjects and skills, and promote the 
teaching of higher-order thinking skills.1  

The case for multiple measures has strong roots in 
assessment research, including decades of skepticism over 
the use of single tests for high stakes decisions involving 
students.  In a seminal 1999 statement on assessment by 
the American Educational Research Association (AERA), 

American Psychological Association (APA), and National 
Council on Measurement in Education (NCME), Stand-
ards for Educational and Psychological Testing, the groups 
concluded2, as summarized by the APA,  that “any decision 
about a student’s continued education, such as retention, 
tracking, or graduation, should not be based on the results 
of a single test, but should include other relevant and valid 
information.”3

Multiple Measures in Context—
Assessment Principles
Multiple measures can provide a better way to evaluate a 
school’s progress than NCLB’s narrow focus standardized 
tests, but they should be used in the context of the follow-
ing assessment principles that will help ensure that the 
overall accountability system is fair and meaningful.  

First, assessments should be designed primarily 
to enhance learning, not simply to get data for a report.  
When assessments are limited to certain types of tasks such 
as multiple choice and short answer questions, educators 
are encouraged to focus on similar tasks in the classroom, 
even though such tasks do not promote deep understand-
ing and high proficiency in skills.  Assessment tasks should 
enable students to demonstrate high levels of learning in a 
variety of contexts, some reflecting real world application 
of skills.

Second, assessments should measure growth in 
student learning from one point in time to another as 
well as attainment of standards.  Measuring the growth of 
individual students can provide more feedback to students, 
teachers, parents, and schools than simply comparing, for 
example, the tests scores of eighth graders one year, and 
the tests scores of eighth graders the next year.  

Third, tests should be used primarily for their de-
signed purpose, and should be valid and reliable if used in 
an accountability system. These tests should also account 
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for the fact that many factors influence a student’s perfor-
mance beyond the classroom and the school.

Fourth, one or two test results should never be the 
sole indicators of student growth and achievement.  The 
purposes of schooling go far beyond teaching students 
reading and math.  Schools should prepare students to be 
self-directed, continuing learners, participants in democrat-
ic communities, socially adept, and responsible. Schools 
may be able to produce acceptable student scores in read-
ing and mathematics while ignoring the whole child. 

And fifth, test taking should not overwhelm a 
student’s classroom experience, a teacher’s instruction, or 
a school system’s resources.  For example, general school 
accountability tests that cover grade spans (e.g., once in 
grades 4-6 instead of instead of in every grade) would free 
up time for instruction, help lessen the burden that testing 
places on school time and resources and diminish NCLB’s 
excessive emphasis on “teaching to the test.” 

Using Multiple Measures
Within the broad context of fair and meaningful account-
ability systems, multiple measures of student learning can 
play an important role, particularly if they follow common 
protocols to allow comparisons at the school or district 
level. 

But what do we mean exactly by “multiple measures”? 
According to researcher Susan Brookhart, one broad way 
to describe multiple measures  is: (1) measures of different 
constructs; (2) different measures of the same construct; and 
(3) multiple opportunities to pass the same test. A construct, 
Brookhart explains, is the attribute being measured, “in educa-
tion, often achievement in a specific domain.”4

In the specific context of student learning, the 2010 
paper, Multiple Measures, A Definition and Examples from the 
U.S. and Other Nations, offered the following summary: 

Multiple measures: the use of multiple indicators 

and sources of evidence of student learning, of vary-

ing kinds, gathered at multiple points in time, within 

and across subject areas.  These include but are not 

limited to: teacher observations; tests that include 

multiple-choice, short and longer constructed 

response items; essays; tasks and projects of various 

sorts done in various modes including electronic; 

laboratory work; presentations; and portfolios.  They 

are used to assess higher-order thinking skills and 

understanding, including analysis, synthesis, evalu-

ation, application, problem-solving and creativity.  

They are used for both formative and summative 

purposes, and many become part of the learning 

process itself; we can thus speak of assessment for, 

as and of learning.5

The paper highlights several systems where multiple 
measures have been used: 

■■ The Learning Record is a system developed for diverse 
learners in the areas of reading, writing, speaking, and 
listening, with a uniform structure for gathering and 
evaluating information.  A student’s progress (e.g. evi-
dence showing understanding of reading and writing 
samples) is documented and placed numerically on a 
developmental scale.     Moderation processes “have 
established adequate to superior inter-rater agree-
ment between moderators and the teachers,” thus 
supporting teacher judgment and allowing aggrega-
tion of classroom and school results.  The system was 
growing in the U.S., but was “largely swept aside by 
NCLB requirements.”   

■■ The Work Sampling System for children age 3-8 has 
demonstrated “strong validity and reliability” and 
includes three elements:  teacher observations using 
developmental guidelines and checklists “based on 
national content standards and current knowledge of 
child development”; portfolios of student work; and 
summary reports.  

■■ The New York Performance Standards Consortium, a 
consortium of high schools, uses a “combination of 
consortium- and school-based performance assess-
ments for both ESEA’s Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) 
and for graduation requirements.”  The performance 
tasks “require students to demonstrate accomplish-
ment in analytic thinking, reading comprehension, 
research writing skills, the application of mathematical 
computation and problem-solving skills, computer 
technology, the utilization of the scientific method in 
undertaking scientific research, appreciation of and 
performance skills in the arts, service learning and 
school to career skills.”  Common rubrics are used in 



 An NEA policy brief  

scoring, and the Consortium “validated the use of the 
rubrics in four subjects through shared re-scoring of 
sample work.”

■■  The pre-NCLB Nebraska Statewide Teacher-led Assess-
ment and Reporting System (STARS) included local 
assessments that met statewide standards or local 
equivalent standards and ensured consistent scoring.  
Local educators helped develop the assessments in 
many cases and they were reviewed by independent 
experts and periodically audited.  Most of the assess-
ments “incorporated more extended, classroom-based 
work, including tasks and projects.”

■■ Wyoming’s “Body of Evidence” system allows districts 
several options in developing a peer-reviewed system 
of assessments that ensures state graduation stand-
ards have been met.6

Another form of multiple measures is through course 
assessments, which consist of tests given at intervals 
throughout the year.  These can be short answer items, 
performance tasks or projects that provide data that is 
summed together at the end of the year to provide a truly 

“summative” score.  
Using computer technology also opens up new ap-

proaches that allow students to demonstrate their learning 
in increasingly efficient ways that provide multiple sources 
of achievement data.  Students can respond online and 
have responses scored almost immediately.  They can apply 
their knowledge and skills to computer-delivered scenarios 
and prompts not possible in paper and pencil contexts.  
One emerging approach to assessment involves the use of 
both paper and pencil and computer tasks.  This approach 
reflects the growing use of blended instruction, computer 
and traditional media, and the contexts encountered in the 
world beyond the classroom.

Multiple Measures from a Variety of Subjects
In addition to the different types of data that can be gath-
ered on reading and math, student learning indicators can 
include what they have learned in other subjects and how 
well they combine knowledge and skills across subjects.  
The Common Core State Standards for English Language 
Arts acknowledge this interdisciplinary characteristic of 

education as being essential.  It provides standards for 
English Language Arts that focus specifically on literacy as 
applied in science, social studies, and technology contexts.  
Multiple measures should include indicators of student 
achievement in other content areas beyond reading and 
mathematics.

Multiple Measures Promote a Complete  
Education
Within the broad context of accountability, multiple 
measures of student learning can play an important role 
in ensuring access to a complete education.  When school 
success is based on data 
related to learning a wide 
range of skills and knowl-
edge in content beyond 
reading and math, students 
are likely to have access to a 
more complete curriculum.  
Currently, the emphasis 
on reading and math test 
scores has led schools 
and districts to eliminate 
health, physical education, and arts from the curriculum 
and curtail the time allotted for science and social studies.  
This is especially true in schools that serve students from 
low-income communities and lessens access to a complete 
education like that offered in more affluent schools.

NEA’s Policy Recommendations
■■ A reauthorized ESEA should require that state plans 

include an assessment system that is accessible and 
balanced. The system should include innovative sum-
mative assessments based on a variety of ways for stu-
dents to demonstrate achievement, as well as efficient, 
valid, and reliable data systems. 

■■ The federal government should provide grants for the 
development of improved state and local assessment 
systems, and should allow states significant flexibil-
ity in the design and implementation of assessment 
systems.

■■ Assessment systems should be developed with the 
collaboration and agreement of educators and other 
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High-achieving countries 

use multiple measures 

(multiple sources of 

evidence of varying types) 

to evaluate skills and 

knowledge needed for the 

demands of this dynamic, 

technological era.  

— Linda Darling-Hammond
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key stakeholders; should take into account the mul-
tiple factors impacting a student’s learning beyond 
a teacher’s control; and should be designed accord-
ing to principles that allow their use with students 
of diverse abilities and diverse cultural and linguistic 
backgrounds.   

■■ Education stakeholders should consider school as-
sessment systems that  involve multiple indicators 
and multiple measures of student learning over time, 
including measures that assess higher-order thinking 
skills and knowledge necessary for life in a global and 
interdependent, 21st century society.

■■ Multiple measures of student learning that should be 
considered include teacher-created assessments; dis-
trict or school assessments; student work (papers, port-
folios, projects, and presentations); teacher defined ob-
jectives for individual student growth; and high-quality, 
developmentally appropriate, standardized tests that 
provide valid, reliable, timely and meaningful informa-
tion regarding student learning and growth. 

■■ While state or local agencies may choose to administer 
their own assessments more frequently—particu-
larly to help improve instruction in a timely man-
ner—standardized tests mandated by the federal 
government should not occur more than once in each 
of three grade spans (e.g., 4-6, 7-9, 10-12) during a 
student’s K-12 career. 
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