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The purpose of the Quality Performance Assessment (QPA) 
Framework is to provide guidance to teachers and adminis-
trators on how to design a performance assessment system. 

QPA has developed the following definition of performance 
assessment: 

Quality Performance Assessments are multi-step assign-
ments with clear criteria, expectations and processes that 
measure how well a student transfers knowledge and ap-
plies complex skills to create or refine an original product.
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QPA Framework Elements 

The following elements guide the work of creating quality 
performance assessments: 

Technical Quality

•	 Aligned instruction—To gain knowledge and skills, all 
students need instruction, based on college and ca-
reer ready standards, that is accessible to their learning 
strengths and needs.

•	 Task design—Valid assessment tasks include determining 
appropriate levels of content and cognitive complexity, 
setting clear criteria for success, and ensuring accessibility 
for all students. 

•	 Data Analysis—By examining student work and score 
data, practitioners interpret important information for 
planning future instruction and assessments.12  

Authentic Student Learning

Authentic student learning is the goal of this iterative cycle. 
QPA defines authentic learning as learning that is mean-
ingful to students in which complex skills and content are 
embedded and transferable to new situations. Such learning 
can be assessed in multiple modes. Authentic learning en-
gages students and provides opportunities for ownership and 
decision-making in real world situations. Because practi-
tioner-developed performance assessments13 are created by 
those closest to the learner, they effectively guide and assess 
authentic learning. 

Teacher Learning in Communities  
of Practice

Teacher learning occurs when teachers engage with the 
three elements of quality assessment at the vertices of the 
triangle—aligning instruction, designing assessments, and 
analyzing performance data. To implement performance 
assessments effectively, teachers must collaborate with col-
leagues to understand how students best learn content and 
skills aligned to the standards, how to design assessments to 
elicit evidence of student competency, and how to interpret 
the student work. Engaging in professional dialogue about 
aligned instruction, task design and analysis of student work 
creates a synergy and ensures the level of quality required for 
authentic learning through performance assessment.

Leadership and Policy Support

Leadership at the school and district levels is essential to 
student and teacher learning. Leaders must create and docu-
ment policies that support performance assessment such 

as including authentic learning as a measure in promo-
tion and graduation requirements. For these policies to be 
implemented with technical quality, leaders must devote 
professional development time to building teachers’ capacity 
to align, design and analyze performance assessments. Fur-
thermore, engaging families and the community in discus-
sions of the value of practitioner-developed performance 
assessments builds political support for assessment policies 
that include authentic learning.

Evaluating the Technical Quality of a 
Local Performance Assessment System

The QPA Framework describes processes that may be imple-
mented over time to design a local performance assessment 
system with technical quality. Many aspects of the QPA 
Framework may also be integrated into an existing local 
assessment system, or used as an entry point without a com-
prehensive assessment overhaul. For example, a first step in 
improving the technical quality of a performance assessment 
could be to collect and analyze student work samples at each 
performance level.

The more detailed descriptions of the QPA Framework ele-
ments guide practitioners in designing and evaluating a local 
assessment system. Each element includes a list of questions 
for evaluating the level of technical quality. If, upon review, 
the answer to all questions is “Yes,” the system likely has 
strong technical quality. If the answer to any question is “No,” 
QPA provides tools, professional development modules, and 
coaching to support schools in achieving technical quality. 

Quality Aligned Instruction

Teaching and assessment practices are interwoven. Instruc-
tion and performance assessments are aligned and based on 
essential learnings14 and appropriate national, state, district, 
and school standards. In addition, all students need instruc-
tion based on college and career ready standards. Once 
students have the opportunity to master these standards, 
assessments allow them to demonstrate what they know and 
are able to do. Answers to the following questions are used to 
evaluate the system’s level of technical quality.

12 �The criteria are aligned with the three vertices of the National 
Research Council Assessment Triangle: Cognition, Observation, and 
Interpretation (National Research Council, 2001). 

13 �The QPA framework focuses on performance assessment, although 
other types of assessments would also be included in a local assess-
ment system. 

14 �Essential learnings are the critical skills, knowledge, and disposi-
tions that are prioritized as being essential for every student to master 
(Dufour et al., 2006).
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a.	Are promotion and graduation requirements aligned to 
essential learnings and appropriate agreed upon standards? 

b.	Do standards include 21st century skills, such as collabo-
ration and communication through multiple modalities?

c.	Are teaching and assessment practices for each course or 
classroom aligned to essential learnings and standards? 

d.	Do all students have adequate time prior to the assess-
ment to build upon prior learning, and to both practice 
and master the essential learnings and standards being 
assessed?

e.	Are students in different levels of the same course assessed 
with common performance assessments?

Quality Task Design

Effective assessment development begins with clarity about 
what students at each grade level should know and be able to 
do. A common understanding among faculty about content 
and cognitive complexity in the grades they teach and adja-
cent grades guides the design of prompts and scoring tools. 
Documentation of the assessment design and a validation 
process build awareness of expectations, allowing appropri-
ate performance levels to be set at each grade level. Answers 
to the questions listed below are used to evaluate the quality 
of task design.

a.	Do the assessments measure complex skills in multiple 
modes, transfer to new situations, and provide opportuni-
ties for student ownership and decision making in real 
world situations?

b.	Are the content and cognitive complexity for each assess-
ment aligned with established content and skills sequences 
and/or grade-level standards?

c.	Are there clear criteria and descriptions of performance 
at each level and aligned rubrics to assess mastery of the 
standard(s)? 

d.	Are all assessment documents clear and understandable 
for all students? Do they address all aspects of universal 
design for learning15, e.g., clear student directions, use of 
white space and font size, unambiguous graphics? Are 
there appropriate and alternative response formats to al-
low for reasonable and fair accommodations?

e.	Are benchmark samples of student work that clearly de-
fine and illustrate work at each performance level available 
to all stakeholders? 

Quality Assessment Data Analysis

Quality assessment data analysis involves examining student 
work and score data for technical quality. This means assess-
ments must be valid, reliable and provide sufficient evidence 
of learning. Valid means the assessment measures what it 
was intended to measure (both content and intended level 
of rigor). Reliable means a group of teachers (or scorers) 
agree on what a rating means and can score it the same way. 
Reliability is essential because assessment data leads to high 
and low-stakes actions and decisions. To ensure that all 
students are demonstrating mastery, sub-group performance 
should be examined for bias in score results. Sufficient means 
students have been given a complete opportunity to dem-
onstrate mastery resulting in enough evidence of learning 
being collected. Without technical quality there will be no 
guarantee that an assessment system has evaluated student 
learning fairly and completely. Conclusions from the data 
analysis provide information to practitioners for planning 
future instruction and assessment. Answers to the questions 
listed below are used to evaluate quality data analysis.

a.	Is there professional development for scorers that uses 
scoring guidelines and benchmark student work samples?

b.	Is there a process for collecting scoring data and auditing 
the scoring process to ensure scores are consistent across 
administrations and raters? 

c.	 Is there a systematic process for analyzing scoring data for 
student subgroups? 

d.	Does the assessment provide the information about mas-
tery of standards/content for which it was designed? 

e.	Do teachers and other faculty use performance assessment 
data to inform curriculum planning, instruction and  
(re-)design of assessments?

15 �Universal design for learning requires that assessments are accessible 
in language and format for the broadest possible range of students 
(Rose & Gravel, 2010).




