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INTRODUCTION
Now more than ever, schools and school systems are in a position to rethink the
role of educational assessment in the learning and development of diverse
individuals—those of all races, genders, cultures, ethnicities, abilities, backgrounds,
and sexual orientations, and each with unique sets of interests and goals that
inform individual paths to success and fulfillment. We must create equitable
systems of assessment that guide every learner on their path to success.
The concept of equity in education is complex. Commonly, definitions speak to all
students receiving access to the resources and rigor they need to succeed in school
and after they graduate.1 2 In the equity equation, the right combination of
resources and rigor adds up to success for an individual student. In turn, efforts at
educational equity focus on finding that right combination. The current constant in
the equation is what it means to succeed. No matter the student, success stays the
same.
That constant, fixed definition of success—the answer currently solved for in the
equity equation—may be the single most damaging factor in our efforts to achieve
educational equity. Our reasoning stems from the following premise: academic
success as defined is inequitable.
To understand this more clearly, we can look to assessment. Systems of
assessment provide the best representation of what it means to succeed in a school
or school system. Traditionally, school systems assess students’ academic
knowledge across a range of curricular subjects or disciplines. Success, then, is the
ability to demonstrate at specific points in time, through administered assessments,
satisfactory levels of curricular knowledge.
In the world of high-stakes, standardized assessment, where academic success
rests so squarely on curricular knowledge, troubling trends continue to emerge.
Anxiety disorders, negative feelings, and instances of bullying are steadily rising;
over 50% of employees are disengaged at work; “quarter-life crises” characterized
by unfulfilling professional lives and low levels of social and emotional well-being
are experienced by some 75% of people before the age of 33; and it’s estimated
that mental health problems will cost the global economy $16 trillion by 2030. 3 4 5
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Students of color suffer disproportionately under the traditional assessment model,
where racist biases about their academic abilities undercut performance, trust and
safety barriers persist, and many non-assessed strengths remain largely
unrecognized.6 Across the entire student population, regardless of measured
academic performance, far too many students aren’t getting what they need to
truly succeed, to experience wellness—a state marked by meaning, contribution,
and fulfillment.
These are the realities of the Great Education Crisis. 7 Academic success is a poor
indication of who students are, what they can do, and whether they’re well and
connected with others, and the burden of this crisis weighs heavily on everyone.
When educators struggle it is often called “burnout,” a term that insinuates some
sort of deficit with regard to their work ethic, attitude, or ability. But for most, the
more accurate term is “moral injury”—the consequence of trying to do what is right
in a system they know is wrong for their students.8 It’s incorrect to assume that
teachers don’t have what it takes, or that they’re simply giving up on their
students. In reality, educators’ well-being needs are not being met.
The devastating current impacts of this crisis on people’s lives and relationships,
the economy, and the world call for targeted, immediate action in schools. Schools
can become equitable, inclusive environments where purpose and well-being are
measured outcomes of learning. Getting there hinges on schools’ approach to
assessment. Assessment should not serve as a judge, but a guide, giving students
direction on where to go next. It “fits” students into the academic system, but
should show them how they fit into the world—who they are, where they’re going,
and what gives them purpose. It currently separates the “good” from the “bad.” It
should find the good in each student and grow it, honoring the diversity of the
learners themselves and of the ways that we all, as humans, can succeed. As
individual schools and a global education community, it is time to adapt our
assessment approach around a formative, complete definition of success.
Upon a decade of working with schools in this area, we have identified three
primary growth areas for schools looking to create a more equitable learning
experience. All three are linked to academic assessment, and to a deepened
understanding of academic success. This paper explores these identified areas and
offers practical ways forward for schools to work through them.
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Growth Area One: Clarity of Outcomes
Develop a precise, community-wide commitment to an equitable definition
of academic success.
Growth Area Two: Academic Assessment
Assess the outcomes that matter through authentic mixed-method
assessment (AMMA), the integration of key outcomes into curricular
learning, and the process of assessment moderation.
Growth Area Three: Cultural Well-Being
Foster a culture that puts well-being first, and in which rubric-guided
professional dialogue enhances the experience of teaching and learning.

Assessing academic performance solely based on curricular knowledge is
categorically unfair, accentuated by school systems’ emphasis on single-measure
summative assessment over student growth and progress. It is harmful to
students, to education professionals, and to whole school communities, which all
suffer the consequences of a systemic disconnect between academic success and
personal well-being. Changing the “success side” of the equity equation may at first
appear to disregard the very real challenges associated with access, resources, and
equal opportunity. But by shifting assessment, improving school culture, and
changing what it means to be “good” and succeed, the inputs that solve the
equation change, too. The opportunities for success are far greater, schools find—
and far more accessible, lasting, and equitable—when the answer they are solving
for is the right one for everyone.

GROWTH AREA ONE
Clarity of Outcomes

The first growth area is establishing clarity regarding academic learning outcomes.
What specifically can students expect from their education? The answer to this
question defines the purpose of schools. What is education’s purpose, what should
it provide?
Whether through mission or purpose statements, programs, or messaging, schools
often emphasize their role in promoting lifelong success, social-emotional learning,
and well-being, in addition to more traditional academic outcomes. This is a great
start, and the growth area that stems from this purpose is twofold: (1) identifying
and clarifying the particular outcomes that students can expect from their time in
school, so that (2) those outcomes are assessed and more intentionally developed.
The terms equity, well-being, happiness, lifelong success, and the like are all ends.
They won’t be achieved in a purposeful way without mindfully unpacking the
means. Doing so in schools has a powerful impact on professionals, students, and
the whole school community. As a potential guide through this growth area, we will
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offer the results of our research and experiences in unpacking the ultimate
outcomes we want for our students: well-being, meaning, and fulfillment.
First, why these three? We know that traditional academic outcomes on their own
do not constitute human success. People can excel through all levels of schooling
without ever feeling well or finding meaning in their lives. Inversely, there are those
who lead fulfilling and meaningful lives without ever acquiring the curricular
knowledge that is needed to succeed and advance academically. We would argue in
favor of meaning and fulfillment, because denoted success in the absence of
meaning is just that—meaningless. In schools, well-being must come first.
Mapping backwards from well-being, meaning, and fulfillment, we have to discover
the ways to achieve them. For us, one word captures all of them: contribution—
adding to other people’s lives and the world, making things better in ways big and
small. When we consider every word, every action or creation, the very best
outcome we could hope to achieve from speaking, from interacting—from whatever
we do—is that it adds in some substantive way to the world. The worst outcome,
then, is detraction—subtracting, bringing people down, taking away, leaving
something, or someone, worse off for our influence. The act of subtracting
suppresses well-being. Contributing, adding, is what makes us feel whole.
What helps people add, in their ways, to the world? An act of contributing can take
surprisingly little. The simplest word or action we offer can make someone’s day,
sustain the environment, or make the world better in any number of other ways.
And when we break down the pieces that feed into these instances, contribution is a
confluence of the following “streams”:





self-understanding,
connection,
knowledge, and
competency.

Alone, each has its own kind of power. Self-understanding focuses our efforts on
advancing what matters to us as individuals. Connection guides us in favor of
contributive action, while its absence turns knowledge, self-understanding, and
competency into weapons that might cause intentional harm. Knowledge enhances
our contributive power, while competency expands both its impact and reach.
Whenever they all come together, we add. And that leads to well-being, meaning,
and fulfillment.
Adding more clarity still to these outcomes, we can break them each down into
parts or “dimensions.”
Self-Understanding
Identity. Understanding who you are.
Place. Understanding how you fit into the world.
Capacity. Understanding your potential for progress and success.
Purpose. Understanding how you can contribute.
5

Connection
Interpersonal. Connecting with people you know and interact with.
Environmental. Connecting with (and within) your environments.
Conceptual. Connecting with your learning.
Universal. Connecting with all of humanity and the world.
Knowledge
Curricular areas, such as:
Reading/Language Arts
Mathematics
Science
Social Studies
Health and Physical Education
The Arts
Technology
Etc.
Competency
Commitment. Having what it takes to learn what you need to.
Collaboration. Combining learning to solve problems together.
Creativity. Creating new products, ideas, or solutions.
Communication. Sharing and gathering learning—with purpose.
Critical Thinking. Making sense of challenging learning.
These are the outcomes of contributive learning, our term for learning to add to
the world. When the stated, academic outcomes of learning are self-understanding,
connection, knowledge, and competency, each individual dimension above marks
another opportunity for a student to succeed—not only academically, but for the
rest of their lives. And that, we would argue, is educational equity: providing every
student with every opportunity to add to the world, to succeed, in their way.
For schools, this level of clarity and precision in relation to desired outcomes can go
a long way. And whatever the outcomes you want for your students, “scream” them
however you can as a school—display them in classrooms and on your school walls,
discuss them professionally and with students and families, and make it well
known, in whatever ways possible, what specifically your students can expect from
your school. Doing so greatly increases the chances your students will develop
desired learning outcomes, because it promotes opportunities to intentionally
assess them.
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GROWTH AREA TWO
Academic Assessment

Possibly the biggest barrier to contributive learning in schools is the problem of
assessing social-emotional outcomes, such as self-understanding, connection, and
competency. For this reason, within this growth area we will offer three potential
ways to move forward in your school:
1) Authentic Mixed-Method Assessment (AMMA)
2) Outcome Integration
3) Assessment Moderation

Authentic Mixed-Method Assessment (AMMA)

To unpack assessment, we can first look to measurement. Educational
measurement provides an overall understanding of learning or development in
relation to intended outcomes. Ideally, measurement decisions (in the form of
grades, ratings, marks, etc.) reflect a breadth of evidence, synthesized to arrive at
a fully informed understanding. Assessment refers to the methods employed to
gather that evidence of learning or development. 9 We urge schools to think of
assessment in this way—not as a judgment of “goodness” or worth, but as
something that shows you how a student is doing, where they are at that particular
moment in time, and the possible learning directions from there.
The first step in assessing an outcome is defining success. What does someone
know, what do they do, what does it “look like” when someone has, for example,
self-understanding? The most effective tool for describing and measuring an
outcome like self-understanding is a learning progression—a measure of
development for a particular learning outcome. These measures define levels of
learning along a continuum, from when learners are just getting started to when
they have progressed to the highest-measured level of success. Figure 1 shows the
identity dimension of a learning progression that, in full, describes each dimension
of self-understanding.
Figure 1: The identity dimension of a self-understanding learning progression.
Dimension:

Getting
Started

IDENTITY - Understanding who I am as an individual
I struggle to identify and explore who I am in relation to individual
interests, strengths, needs, goals, hopes, values, learning levels
and styles, traits, passions, beliefs, and challenges.

I have a limited understanding of what matters to me, who I want
to be, and how I can grow.

McEachen, Joanne, and Matthew Kane. Measuring Human Return: Understand and Assess What
Really Matters for Deeper Learning. Corwin, a SAGE Company, 2018.
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I am beginning to recognize the value and meaning of my
individuality.

Making
Progress

I am beginning to learn more about myself, exploring my interests
and experiences and identifying my values
and needs. But I still have a narrow view of what makes me who I
am.
I am highly interested in learning about who I am and
who I want to be.

Looking
Promising

Well on
Track

Geared for
Success

I actively engage in self-discovery centered on
what matters to me, what challenges me, and how I can develop
as an individual to achieve identified outcomes and goals.
I have a well-developed understanding of what’s important to me,
my current and desired identity states, and what it takes to
improve.

I know what I want, and I know what present actions, mindsets,
and behaviors will help me get there.
I know who I am, who I want to be, and how to best achieve my
goals. I learn in ways that reflect who I am and that make my
goals a reality.

I understand what makes me special and unique, and my sense of
identity grows stronger each day.

The key with any learning progression or other measure of learning is determining
a student’s level of progression. If you want to know how your students are
progressing with fractions in math, you might give them a worksheet or test. Based
on their answers, you will be able to tell what kinds of problems they know how to
solve, and where there’s room for improvement. But how would you know, for
example, how well a student understands their identity? There are assessments to
help discover that, too, and a process for bringing those assessments to life.
Authentic mixed-method assessment (AMMA) is the process of gathering the variety
of evidence required to accurately measure levels of learning or development. One
worksheet or test is not enough to determine whether a student understands math.
In the same way, a single assessment is not enough to inform the measurement of
a student’s self-understanding. We know that different students learn best in
different ways. Students should be supported to demonstrate their learning in
different ways, too. AMMA is a way of making that possible.
As explored earlier, students should also be supported to demonstrate a range of
learning, from knowledge and competency to self-understanding and connection.
Supporting students in those non-traditional, social-emotional learning areas is
foundationally similar to assessing academic knowledge. In any given curriculum
8

area, students are presented with a question, problem, task, or the like, and by
answering that question their learning is assessed. It is the same with selfunderstanding, connection, and competency. Assessing these is a matter of asking
the right questions.
Referring to the identity progression in Figure 1, a variety of questions can be
drawn from the descriptions:










What are your interests?
What are your goals?
What are your personal strengths and weaknesses?
What in your life is/are most important to you?
Can you describe what kind of person you are?
What kind of person do you want to become?
What makes you unique?
What are you still learning about yourself?
What would you most like to learn more about?

These questions offer endless opportunities for assessment, because each can be
answered in a multitude of ways. Consider some types of assessments that
teachers have used to assess students’ understanding of personal identity:
conversation, worksheet, observation, field trip experience, essay/paper, test,
personal website, interview, in-class activity, at-home activity, and the list goes on
and on. When the focus is placed on equitable outcomes, every interaction with
students is a legitimate opportunity for assessment. And with the evidence
gathered from a range of assessments that help students answer the questions
above, teachers can make an informed and accurate rating decision on the identity
dimension of the learning progression. From there, it is about where to go next—
what does the student need now in their learning that will guide them to meaning,
success, and well-being.
There’s extraordinary power in supporting students to seek answers to questions
like these from an early age. It is well within the purpose and capacity of schools to
ask these questions, intentionally develop social-emotional outcomes, and,
therefore, assess them as well. Increasingly, educators are finding opportunities to
do so, and all while teaching within the curriculum.

Outcome Integration

A recent report from the Collaborative for Social, Academic, and Emotional Learning
(CASEL) identifies social-emotional learning integrated into instruction as a key
indicator of effective SEL implementation.10 In schools, academic instruction is
driven by curricular standards because performance on those standards is the
measure of success system wide. Abandoning these standards doesn’t make sense
for schools, nor is forgoing curricular learning the answer students need. Instead,
Schlund, Justina, et al. “Advancing Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) as a Lever for Equity and
Excellence.” Aug. 2020. Available at: casel.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/CASEL-Equity-InsightsReport.pdf?fbclid=IwAR3W6hujKlRkPVI1Z4QTUSMNcdgCWCy-GBxW6L2T4tUhVsCUlSXQlKIb3sQ
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any school can commit to integration—assessing self-understanding, connection,
and competency in the context of the curricular learning at hand.
This idea of integration is often too abstract to be actionable. Research
demonstrates its importance, but the lack of clarity around learning objectives
limits educators’ willingness and ability to meaningfully pursue diverse outcomes
simultaneously. But with the clarity of outcomes now established above, not only
are the curricular learning objectives spelled out concretely, but the SEL outcomes
and objectives are as well. There is a difference between asking teachers to
integrate social-emotional learning and asking them to discover, for example, what
kind of person a student wants to become. The clarity shows us exactly what to
look for, and the process of integration flows more naturally from there.
As demonstrated earlier with the identity dimension of self-understanding, a
learning progression helps to draw out the specific assessment questions (learning
objectives) for outcomes like self-understanding, connection, and competency.
Continuing with our example, Figure 2 offers concrete examples of integrating the
dimensions of self-understanding—identity, place, capacity, and purpose—into a
range of curricular learning objectives.11

Figure 2: Examples of integrating self-understanding into curricular learning.
Curricular Area: Science
Unit: Weather and Climate
Curricular/Knowledge Objectives:
 Understanding the difference between weather and climate.
 Comparing climates of varying geographic regions.
Self-Understanding Objectives:
 (Place) Exploring how local weather patterns shape the local community.
 (Identity) Exploring the impact of weather on our lives—what do different
types of weather mean to us as individuals?

Curricular Area: Social Studies
Unit: The States
Curricular/Knowledge Objectives:
 Exploring the history of the United States.
 Comparing and contrasting states on a range of characteristics.
Self-Understanding Objectives:
 (Identity, Place) Investigating what sets our state apart—what do we like
and not like about it?
 (Purpose) What about our state would we change for the better?

McEachen, Joanne, and Matthew Kane. The Depthvale Detectives and the Great Education Crisis: A
Guide to Contributive Learning in Schools. The Learner First, 2020.
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Curricular Area: Language Arts
Unit: Verb Tenses
Curricular/Knowledge Objective:
 Using verbs to write about the past, present, and future.
Self-Understanding Objectives:
 (Identity, Place, Capacity, Purpose) Through writing, learning about our
pasts, important aspects of our lives in the present, and things that we’d
like to do in the future.

This process of integration does not have to be daunting. The best results are
achieved when teachers start small, simply keeping the possibility of integration in
mind as they work with their students through curricular objectives. The guiding
question to keep in mind is this: Does this curricular learning objective present an
opportunity for students to also develop dimensions of self-understanding,
connection, and/or competency?
Committing to asking that simple guiding question greatly supports the design and
integration of SEL assessments—assessments that can then be collaboratively
moderated in a professional process of sharing and learning.

Assessment Moderation

One of the most important growth areas for schools in their work toward equity and
SEL is the sharing of best practices among peers. If teachers are designing and
integrating SEL and measuring the effectiveness of implemented assessments, their
successes, insights, and instructional strategies should be shared so that others can
learn from and apply them school wide.
Assessment moderation is the process of exploring the direct outcomes of
implemented assessments, and their embedded pedagogical practices, on the
learning and development of individual students. It is intended to:





develop a shared language of learning and improve students’ outcomes,
identify and spread best practices among peers,
determine strengths and areas for collective improvement, and
ensure consistent use of learning progressions and other tools (inter-rater
reliability).

Leading into the moderation process, teachers select one student for whom they’ve
established clear learning goals. For example, on the identity dimension of the selfunderstanding learning progression, the student may be at the Getting Started level
of progression, and the teacher (ideally in partnership with the student) may have
identified specific goals for the student’s progress in that dimension. To help this
student (and others) progress in identified areas, targeted assessments are
designed and implemented. After monitoring progress and measuring the student’s
progression, teachers are ready to share and discuss.
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After spending time working with their focus student, each moderation participant
reflects on and compiles evidence of the learning journey. That evidence might
include physical assessments, descriptions of effective pedagogical practice, ratings
of the student’s progression at different points in the learning journey, and any
other materials or artifacts that illustrate (1) the learning that occurred and (2) why
it occurred.
Assessment moderation can involve anywhere from dozens of educators to two. No
matter the number of participants, the heart of the process is professional dialogue.
It has proven invaluable in schools as an opportunity for teachers to come together,
share about what they’ve been doing with students, develop a common language of
learning and practice, and connect as a learning community around the outcomes
they want for their students and one another. Its impact stems from one point in
particular—it’s a process that changes the culture of schools.

GROWTH AREA THREE
Cultural Well-Being
The culture of a school determines the experience of leading, teaching, and learning
for all. It has to be actively nurtured and cared for, because its health—its wellbeing—directly impacts your students’.
The learning outcomes consistent with well-being, meaning, and fulfillment are selfunderstanding, connection, knowledge, and competency. In turn, the classes and
schools with the healthiest cultures are fully committed to all of these outcomes.
They focus equally on:





Understanding who we are as individuals, how we fit into the world, and how
we can contribute.
Connecting with the people around us, the environments we live in, and the
wholeness of humanity.
Developing the practicable knowledge needed to find lifelong success and
well-being.
Developing the competencies needed to develop new learning and to put it to
use.

It’s not only a commitment to these outcomes for students, but for every
professional and community member who works in or otherwise interacts with the
school. Teachers especially should be supported to develop the values, know-how,
mindsets, and behaviors that lead to an inclusive and equitable learning
environment. School leaders cannot expect changes to happen overnight, or that
teachers will intuitively know how to help students develop desired learning
outcomes. Shifting pedagogy is not only challenging but can even be confronting for
teachers—it invites the perception that they do not know their craft. It is essential
for schools to foster a culture where teachers have permission to learn, make
12

mistakes, and develop not only professionally, but personally. Schools that are
committed to students’ well-being are equally committed to that of their
professionals.
One of the most effective ways to shift a school’s culture is to shift the community’s
language of learning. How do you talk about learning at your school, about progress
and improvement, about teaching and leading, and about students, staff, students’
parents, and others? The discussions that happen between professionals in schools
say a lot about the identity of your whole-school community.
The learning progressions are a powerful tool for developing new and improved
learning language. Another is a cultural well-being rubric, like the rubric shown
partially in Figure 3 below.
Figure 3: The self-understanding dimension of the cultural well-being rubric.
Dimension

Self-Understanding

Getting
Started

Who learners are as individuals is largely unrepresented in what and
how they learn, and in the culture and makeup of our school.
Our school does little to develop learners’ understanding of who they
are, how they fit into the world, and how they can contribute back.

Making
Progress

Our school has embraced an active commitment to developing
learners’ self-understanding. We’re getting to know our learners’
cultures and identities by encouraging sharing by students and
parents.
Learners are starting to feel valued for who they are, and that they
can be themselves here.

Looking
Promising

Key elements of the school (i.e. student learning, professional
learning, and learning environments) are adapting to reflect learners’
interests and identities.
“How does this learning relate to you?” is a focus in all learning
experiences, and students’ outcomes are changing as a result.

Well on
Track

Our school operates out of a deep understanding of individual
interests, cultures, identities, and needs.
Self-understanding is as integral to learning as the most basic
curricular content. We learn more about ourselves every day, and
everyone knows they can be themselves here.

Geared for
Success

Our school celebrates who all our learners are and everything we can
do to contribute to the world. This shows up everywhere—in teaching,
learning, our environment, and our culture.
Our learners understand who they are, how they fit into the world,
and how they can contribute.
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The four dimensions of this rubric are self-understanding, connection, knowledge,
and competency, supporting schools to progress in their commitment to (and
delivery of) each desired outcome. As a staff, it can be used to generate
professional dialogue around the true learning culture that exists in your school—
what actually happens, what people really believe, and those areas where there’s
still room for growth as a school.
Teachers have to feel supported to share what they need, raise thoughts and
concerns, and learn collaboratively with others. Committing time to rubric-guided
professional discussion in schools develops contributive cultures where well-being
comes first.

CONCLUSION
Whenever we think about equity in schools, we must look first to academic success,
extending its meaning beyond traditional outcomes to include all components of
personal well-being. No action is more critical in schools’ quests for equity, because
in its absence the rest of our efforts are wasted. For the health and well-being of
students and educators, we must stop expending our efforts and energy in pursuit
of a limited, wrongful success, and instead do our part to support the whole child.
Assessment is the lever for educational equity. Authentic mixed-method
assessment (AMMA) and the purposeful integration of SEL into curricular learning
offer proven ways of shifting academic assessment to align educational outcomes
with well-being. Through the assessment moderation process, and by actively
creating a school culture committed to every student’s and professional’s growth
and well-being, schools can develop the practices, capabilities, mindsets, and
strategies that breed healthy, contributive learning environments.
Each individual school can reach equity through assessment. Begin with a clear and
complete understanding of the academic outcomes your school will provide,
outcomes that—by much more meaningful definition—include self-understanding,
connection, knowledge, and competency. With that understanding assessment
won’t hurt us. Instead, it will guide and progress diverse learners as they work out
the ways to success in their lives.

14

The Learner First
The Learner First is an international education consultancy with teams in Australia,
New Zealand, and the United States that works with individual schools, groups of
schools, and across whole districts to improve student and educator outcomes.
For implementation support in the growth areas outlined in this paper, or to learn
more about opportunities to partner with The Learner First, contact
info@thelearnerfirst.com.
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