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The Need for Clarity 
• Assessment systems should be built under the premise of a theory of action 

Typically, a Theory of Action describes how a project or a program is designed and set up. It 
articulates the mechanisms through which the activities are being delivered, e.g. through 
which actors (for example, NGOs, government or markets) and following which processes 
(for example, grants to NGOs disbursed from a challenge fund, provision of technical 
assistance, advocacy activities, or the establishment of partnerships). 

       -Coffey (2018) 

 

A theory of action outlines the components of the system, while clearly specifying the 
connections among these components. Most importantly, a theory of action must specify 
the hypothesized mechanisms or processes for bringing about intended goals…the theory 
of action should describe how the particular clear goals will be achieved as a result the 
proposed…system(s). 

       -Marion, Lyons, D’Brot (2016) 
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Implicit Theories of Action? 

• People bring with them assumptions and mental models for 
how assessment should be used 

• The availability of assessments may impose constraints that 
contradict mental models, and could shift an implicit theory 
of action 

• Overtly specifying and documenting a theory of action can 
help ground how to best use available assessments (or 
develop them)  
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Recall: Summary of the Toolkit 
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Toolkit Purpose 

The toolkit is intended to systematize what thoughtful design 
thinking already does 

1. Determining a vision and the role assessment plays in 
carrying out that vision 

2. Identifying the assessment characteristics that serve 
that vision 

3. Evaluating whether the use of an assessment aligns to 
a vision, is implemented as intended, results in the 
expected impact, and yields expected changes in 
behaviors 
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Up Next: Our Guided Interview 

• We will be hearing from Carla Evans (Center for Assessment) 
Kadie Wilson (School Administrative Unit 9, New Hampshire) 
shortly addressing  
• Their vision for teaching and learning 

• How they use assessment information 

• Who uses the assessment information  

• Potential future uses 

• How interims fit in the larger system of assessment 
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After the Interview 

• We will be asking you to dive into the first steps of that 
process 
• Establishing a vision for teaching and learning 

• Articulating an assessment vision  

• Understanding the assessments that are available and how they should 
be used 

• Identifying the highest priority needs and what assessments should 
kept, revised, eliminated, or acquired  
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Group Work and Focus 

• Grounding discussion in experiences from the interview 

• Reviewing a scenario that depicts results from the Phase I of 
the toolkit focusing on a vision for assessment 

• Engaging in self-reflection and discussion about the scenario 

• Reflecting on how users might interact with the toolkit 
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Guided Interview: 
Establishing a Vision for Assessment 
Kadie Wilson, SAU 9, New Hampshire 

Carla Evans, Center for Assessment 
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Defining a Starting Point 

• A starting point for assessment selection must be driven by a 
sound theory of action  

• This becomes an anchor point of comparison for all future 
decisions 
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Purpose: Aligning to a Theory of Action 
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• The interim assessment toolkit is 
intended to  
• Systematize interim selection and use 

that aligns to a theory of action. 
• Build (some) assessment literacy 

capacity and understanding 
• Help users think about a need, use, 

and interpretation as the starting point 

• The Phase I portion of the toolkit is 
intended to 
• Help think about how we should use 

assessments 
• Compare what we have and what we 

need 
• Determine the level of alignment 

between our use and intended use 
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Phase 1: Identifying Gaps and Needs 

The Toolkit Includes 4 Sections 

1. Establishing your overall vision for teaching and learning 

2. Articulating your vision for assessments 

3. Understanding the assessment lay of the land and how 
they should be used 

4. Identifying the highest priority needs and what 
assessments should kept, revised, eliminated, or acquired  
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Overall Vision 
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Vision for Assessments 
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Assessment Lay of the Land 
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Highest Priority Need 
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When should this Occur?  

• The value of establishing an assessment vision and need 
goes beyond the scope of interim assessments 

• Interim assessments offer an opportunity to leverage 
design thinking  
• Need and intended use should drive design and characteristics  
• Articulating need and use can help districts (and states) consider 

where an interim falls along this continuum 
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Summative   < ----------------------------------Interim------------------------------------------->  Formative  

Accountability, Program 
Evaluation, Promotion/ 
Retention; Grading  

Elicit and use evidence of 
student learning to 
improve instruction.  

Purpose/Use 
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What are we contributing here? 
Elements of Vision Informs Decisions About 

Student • What does student success look like? 
• What kind of assessment information do students 

need? 
• How should students use and interact with 

assessment data to promote learning? 

Phase 2 focus 
Teacher • What is most important for students to learn? 

• How do students learn best? 
• What type and frequency of assessment information 

is necessary to facilitate learning? 

School/ 
District 

• What type of assessment information do principals 
and district leaders need? 

• How should the information be used? 
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Phase 1 Session Activity: Part 1 

You were provided with a scenario that represents the types 
of information that would be gleaned from completing Phase I 
of the toolkit (to a point) 

For the Activity (30 minutes) 

1. Individually, review the scenario provided to you 

2. If you’d like, please refer to the toolkit on the RILS website 
(https://www.nciea.org/annual-conference/past-
events/2019-reidy-interactive-lecture-series) 

3. Answer the questions posed in the scenario and discuss 
them in your small groups 
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Phase 1 Session Activity: Part 2 
Please respond to the following questions (We will capture notes):  
1. The scenario provides a significant amount of context about (a) a vision of 

teaching and learning, (b) desired assessment uses, (c) available 
assessments, how they are being used, and (d) how they should be used. 
Who would need to be at the table to provide this type of information to 
complete the Phase I tool? What knowledge and experience would be 
helpful? 

2. The toolkit is intended to systematize the kinds of introspection that 
districts and schools engage in when thoughtfully selecting assessments. In 
what ways does this differ from how needs and gaps are typically 
identified? What benefits would this process provide to a district or 
school?  

3. What resources or supports would be helpful to respond to these 
questions? How should a user be supported to meaningfully engage in this 
self-reflection process based on any challenges they might face in 
completing this tool?  

 21 nciea.org 

https://www.nciea.org/


Break 
3:00 p.m. – 3:15 p.m. 
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