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INTRODUCTION

Assessments provide a window into our classrooms, empowering families, educators, and policymakers to monitor
instructional progress and identify opportunities to strengthen Tennessee’s K-12 education system. The Tennessee
Comprehensive Assessment Program (TCAP), which includes grade 3-8 assessments and high school end-of-course
(EOC) assessments, measures student proficiency and growth toward Tennessee’s rigorous academic standards. These
state summative assessments are also instrumental for educators and administrators, who use the results to inform
instruction, address student needs, and set data-driven goals. Tennessee uses this annual information about student
performance across key subjects and grade levels to recognize high-performing schools and teachers while also
identifying gaps in performance and responding in schools struggling to improve.

Over the past 15 years, Tennessee’s commitment to high-quality, standards-aligned annual assessments and transparent
reporting has contributed to the state’s significant advancement in student achievement. For the first time, statewide
math and English language arts (ELA) proficiency on TCAP has risen above prepandemic levels, with continual
improvement in proficiency across all subjects over the past five years.! Nationally, Tennessee is also outpacing the
country in fourth- and eighth-grade math and reading proficiency and is ranked in the top 10 states for improvement
across all subjects since 2022.2

OPPORTUNITIES TO ADVANCE ASSESSMENT

Tennessee’s assessment system is a key strategy for school improvement. Policymakers and advocates have a unique
opportunity to explore policies and implementation practices that can make Tennessee’s assessment system even more
cohesive, timely, and actionable for families and educators.

OPPORTUNITY #1: RETURN TEST RESULTS MORE QUICKLY TO FAMILIES AND EDUCATORS

Families, educators, and students deserve timely and transparent reporting of test results. When results are returned
quickly, educators and families can make informed plans and be proactive about how best to support students into the
summer and the following school year. Nationwide, most parents report they would take action if they knew their child’s
year-end test results were below grade level.® Yet, in 2025, Tennessee families did not receive individual score reports
until mid-July, over 70 days after spring testing.* In contrast, at least 12 other states return results to families more
quickly than Tennessee, and families in Florida and New Hampshire can receive their score reports within 24 hours of the
end of the testing window — in large part due to technical advancements that Tennessee could adopt.®
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Recommendations

o Support the advancement of technical assessment innovations — such as automated scoring and pre-equating —
that reduce the time it takes to score tests.

o Inthe 2024-25 school year, the Tennessee Department of Education (TDOE) conducted an automated scoring
pilot that found its machine-learning algorithm scored student essays more quickly and reliably than human
scorers.® Expanding the use of automated scoring would speed up the scoring process and reduce the need for
human scoring, potentially decreasing long-term costs.

o Equating is a statistical process that allows results to be compared accurately across different versions of a
test.” Pre-equating occurs when this process is done before the administration of a test to shorten the time
spent scoring. Currently, TDOE uses a mix of pre- and postequating for different subjects and grade levels.?
Transitioning completely to pre-equating would enable faster results.

o Codify the expected deadlines for TDOE to release results to districts, educators, families, and the public.

o Many states that deliver assessment results more quickly than Tennessee require results to be released by a
specific date. Florida requires statewide ELA and math assessment results be reported to school districts by
May 31 and requires districts to report results to families within one week of receiving them from the state.’
Ohio requires that results be reported to parents no later than June 30.2° Tennessee law currently requires
TDOE to announce by July 15 when parents and students will receive test results for the upcoming school year
but does not require results to be released by a specific date.* Codifying a deadline for TCAP results in state
statute would help ensure educators and families get timely access to student results to best support student
learning.

OPPORTUNITY #2: STREAMLINE LOCAL ASSESSMENTS TO MINIMIZE DISRUPTIONS TO
INSTRUCTIONAL TIME

To gain the valuable insights assessments provide, schools must dedicate time each year to testing. In grades 3-12,
Tennessee students spend less than 1% of their total instructional time taking TCAP assessments, but students

also experience a wide range of local assessments that take up additional instructional time. Local assessments span
educator-created classroom tests to district-mandated benchmarks designed by vendors. Local assessments offered

by schools and districts can be valuable tools to ensure students are on track toward academic goals and also enable
educators to adapt instructional practices to support students. However, Tennessee knows little about the landscape

of local assessments. The state does not maintain a list of assessments that are administered locally or monitor the
purpose, time, or quality of local assessments. Without more information, it is difficult to know how much time students
spend taking local tests or to develop solutions that streamline testing.

Recommendations

e Conduct a statewide inventory of local assessments.

o Require districts to report their use of local assessments to the state in a standardized form, enabling TDOE
to conduct a statewide review of the purposes, selection, and alignment of local assessments to Tennessee
academic standards.

o After conducting a statewide review, the state could publish an approved or recommended list of benchmark
assessments with information that would help districts choose high-quality local assessment options. North
Dakota allows school districts to administer state-provided math and reading interim assessments at no charge
or choose from a state-approved list of options.*

o The state could also consider setting limits on the amount of time students spend on local assessments to
ensure testing is efficient and purposeful statewide. For example, Florida limits the amount of time districts are
permitted to test students, while Texas limits the number of local benchmark assessments districts can use.*
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o Establish a district pilot program to explore strategies to reduce the testing burden on instructional time.

o A pilot program would allow a group of Tennessee district and school leaders to collaborate to explore
improvements to academic scheduling, family communication, facilitation training, and test preparation with
the aim of minimizing disruptions to student learning.

¢ Prohibit districts from requiring additional summative assessments in EOC courses.

o Limiting locally mandated summative assessments in courses that already require state EOC examinations
would reduce redundant assessments in Tennessee. Florida, for example, prevents additional final assessments
in courses with state EOC assessments.'* Returning scaled EOC results to educators sooner is essential to
removing additional local summative assessments for students.

Assessment is key to monitoring student progress and implementing strategies for school improvement. The
recommendations offered here can help policymakers and advocates explore policies and practices that ensure
assessments in Tennessee are efficient, timely, effective, and actionable.
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