
Driving the 
Learning  
Journey  
With  
Actionable 
Assessment
A roadmap for reframing 
assessment in your classroom,  
turning data into insights that  
accelerate learning, and engaging  
students in the learning process.



The road to 
equitable 
learning is 
paved with 
student-centered 
assessments.
Instructure’s State of Assessment in K-12 survey results were 

clear; teachers and administrators agree that collectively, 

our approach to assessment must change. For too long, 

educators have had to rely on state testing data to gauge 

their students’ knowledge. The problem? That data is only 

available to teachers when it’s too late to inform instruction 

and actually improve student outcomes. Additionally, high-

stakes assessments place a heavy burden on teachers 

to prepare their students for the length and breadth of 

these state tests, disrupting everyday learning and putting 

unnecessary stress on teachers and students alike. 

If instruction is the vehicle that drives the learning journey 

forward, then the road to equitable learning is paved with 

student-centered assessments. They serve as the foundation 

for getting students from point A to B, providing helpful 

insights along the way. 

Ready to shift your assessment approach? Buckle up! We’ve 

rounded up three guiding assessment principles to support 

you in making the transition from standardized to actionable. 

Think of this roadmap as the shortcut to improved student 

outcomes. Let’s go!

It’s time to move towards 

a balanced assessment 

approach that informs teaching 

and better serves students.
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https://www.instructure.com/canvas/resources/research/k12-school-districts-state-assessments-education-trends-study


Reframe the purpose 
of assessment.   

Assessment is for learning,  
not achievement. 

Assessments become stressful when we emphasize how the 

results will impact a student’s grade rather than focusing on the 

opportunity to help students learn. Accountability testing exists 

to ensure every student receives a high-quality education. 

However, its standardized approach has made it difficult for 

teachers to understand and address learning needs in the 

moment, and adjust instruction to improve student outcomes. 

Moving forward, we need to lessen our reliance on high-

stakes tests and instead take a more balanced approach 

to assessment. This change in approach shifts the focus 

on assessment; rather than a reflection of achievement, it’s 

a tool that helps teachers learn about their students’ level 

of understanding throughout the year to identify learning 

opportunities, and students are provided with timely feedback 

along the way to help them reach their learning goals.

1 Your roadmap 
to a refreshed 
outlook on 
assessment.

n  All aboard! Changing your assessment culture 

starts with understanding perceptions and 

shifting mindsets. Work with the stakeholders in 

your school—parents, teachers, administrators, 

and students—to find common ground and 

reframe the meaning of assessment so it can be 

used to fuel teaching and learning. 

n  Identify your objective. A balanced assessment 

approach should include multiple measures that 

provide actionable, timely, and meaningful data 

that can validate where learning is happening. 

Before you assess, first determine what it is you 

are trying to measure. Is it to better understand 

individual student needs and improvement areas? 

To inform classroom instruction as a whole? To 

evaluate understanding of material across a class 

or grade? Your objective should help to determine 

the best assessment approach.

n  Keep driving. All too often, teachers and 

students view assessments as the finish line, 

the culmination of a unit or even a school year. 

When in reality, learning spans grade levels 

and years, and assessments should be seen as 

stepping stones that help students build upon 

their knowledge. Ask yourself, what will this new 

information teach me about my students? And, 

what is the next step on their learning journey?
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Summative assessments are 

extremely stressful for both 

students and teachers. 

The data given is not helpful 

for daily instruction.

STATE OF ASSESSMENT SURVEY 

RESPONDENT
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Inform personalized 
learning.  

When data goals are clear, classroom 
instructional decisions become clear.  

With a more balanced approach to assessment and less 

reliance on high stakes summative tests, teachers, school 

administrators, and district leaders have access to more timely, 

actionable data than ever before. But as we have always 

believed, simply collecting data isn’t enough. If you are going 

to solicit data from students, then that data should be used to 

progress their learning. 

Just as teachers ask, “What do I want my students to learn?” 

before they plan lessons, educators should similarly map 

backwards and ask themselves, “What are the most critical 

data points that demonstrate my student, school, or district’s 

growth?” When data goals are clear, classroom instructional 

decisions become clear. Once there is an understanding 

of how to leverage assessment data in an intentional way, 

teachers can make timely decisions that positively affect 

student outcomes. 

Ask these key questions to get the 
most benefit from your assessment 
data collection:
Why are we gathering data in the first place?

With whom are we sharing the data?

What actions are we taking as a result of our analysis  

of the data?

Does our collection of data lead to higher levels of  

student learning?

2 Your roadmap to 
making learning 
personal.

n  Adjust instruction to meet student needs. 

Our survey findings revealed that 67% 

of educators are comfortable using data 

to inform instruction. This is a great step 

forward! Quality assessments should result in 

meaningful, actionable data that can impact 

learning in real-time, delivering a snapshot 

of what students know, what students should 

know, and what students do not yet know. 

n  Design targeted interventions. Tiered 

interventions take the mystery out of mastery 

and provide meaningful support to students 

that may need additional help. The truth is, 

mastery doesn’t always come easily, and a 

little targeted remediation can go a long way. 

n  Establish professional learning 

communities. No teacher should be an 

island. With the understanding that every 

classroom will have different teaching and 

learning needs, it’s important that teachers 

establish a PLC—one that promotes 

information sharing and thoughtful decision 

making. Band together to support the 

adoption of impactful assessment strategies, 

best practices for creating personalized 

learning plans, and consistent grading 

strategies that eliminate uncertainty. 
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Engage students 
& parents in the 
learning process.   

3
Grades are secondary to meeting 
individual student needs.

Much of the stress students feel when they take an assessment 

is directly related to how the results will affect their grade. It’s 

important that students understand assessment doesn’t always 

mean grades and test scores. Instead, it’s a way for them to 

demonstrate what they know and, perhaps more importantly, 

where they might need more help. 

Driving the Learning Journey 
With Actionable Assessment  



Your roadmap to 
student success 
& engagement.

By reframing the value of assessments, teachers can help 

students shift their mindset from worrying about grades 

to focusing on learning. With that shift, schools can create 

an environment where teachers use assessment data as a 

conversation starter with students and help them set academic 

goals and take on more responsibility for their learning. 

Involving parents in the discussion is an important part of 

any successful assessment strategy as well. Teachers often 

use formative assessments to give them an understanding of 

where students are at prior to or even during instruction. For 

parents who are new to the concept, the results on a pretest 

or interim assessment could cause concern. Take the time to 

explain to parents the purpose of an assessment, and how it 

will be used to accelerate their child’s learning.

It’s also not uncommon for parents to unknowingly—and with 

the best of intentions—contribute to student test anxiety. 

We all want our kids to perform well in school and our own 

experiences often lead us to reinforce the impact a test might 

have on their grades. Helping parents understand that the value 

of assessment is at its highest when it is being done formatively 

only helps to improve the process for everyone involved.

n  Improve communication processes. We took the 

most prevalent student assessment concerns and 

narrowed them down to a few simple questions. 

In all teaching and learning, these core questions 

should always be answered for students:

How did I do? Feedback should be 

personal and timely.

Can you help me? Clearly outline  

next steps.

What more can I do? Provide insight 

to help them reach the next level in 

their learning, whatever that might be.

n  Lead with curiosity. Instead of approaching 

assessment with anxiety and seeking evidence 

of what isn’t working, try to find ways to approach 

assessment data with curiosity. Ask yourself, 

what is surprising about these results? Why is it 

surprising? Did I ask the right question to begin 

with? Approaching the analysis of assessment 

data with curiosity is more likely to lead to 

creativity and a positive assessment experience.

n  Flexibility is key. One size does not fit all when 

it comes to assessing students. As school and 

district leaders seek to provide equitable access 

across all learning channels, tech tools must 

be flexible and provide multiple modalities for 

students to demonstrate what they know so 

teachers can see their learning in its best light. 
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Assessment is one of the most powerful tools available to 

teachers. With a thoughtful approach to the practice and 

access to high-quality assessment content that provides 

actionable insights, educators can understand what their 

students know, identify learning opportunities, and make 

instructional decisions that drive learning forward and 

ultimately, improve student outcomes. 

Mastery by Instructure brings 
together the assessment tools 
and quality content educators 
need to implement a successful 
assessment program. 

Learn more about how our 
assessment offerings—including 
the Mastery Connect assessment 
management system—drive 
learning forward and positively 
impact student success.
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https://www.instructure.com/k12/products/mastery/mastery-connect


Powering the 
World’s Smartest 
Classrooms.
Instructure is an education technology company dedicated to helping 

everyone learn together. We amplify the power of teaching and elevate the 

learning process, leading to improved student outcomes. Today, Instructure 

supports more than 30 million educators and learners at more than 6,000 

organizations around the world. 

The Instructure Learning Platform makes learning more personal and 

student success more equitable by delivering the solutions you need to 

support, enrich, and connect every aspect of teaching and learning. 

The Instructure Learning Platform includes:

Canvas by Instructure: providing a robust foundation for teaching 

and learning—both in and out of the classroom—for all students, while 

seamlessly integrating with other learning tools. 

Mastery by Instructure: bringing together the assessment tools and quality 

content educators need to implement a successful assessment program that 

drives learning forward.

Elevate by Instructure: improving the use of data and technology to help 

solve district challenges and give educators the information they need to 

make impactful decisions.

Impact by Instructure: helping teachers and students adopt educational 

technology to promote deeper engagement with learning.

Learn more at https://www.instructure.com/k-12.

https://www.instructure.com/k-12

