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This K-12 Policy Platform
offers ACT’s unique
experience and research in
education and workforce
assessment to focus on
the challenge of ensuring
that all students are
prepared for college and
the workforce.

Introduction
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In December 2014, ACT identified several opportunities in the K–12 sector to
improve existing policies and craft new ones to help improve students’ preparation
for college and the workforce.1
Fast forward three years and both the federal and state policy landscapes have undergone significant
changes. From the passage of the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) to major transitions in both state
and national leadership and administrations, many of the recommendations offered in the prior K–12 policy
platform remain relevant, but deserve revising within this new and evolving context.
ACT’s mission of helping all individuals achieve education and workplace success persists today. High
numbers of individuals are taking the ACT test: three of five (60 percent) of 2017 graduating seniors, or just
over 2 million students—a 13 percent increase over 2013.2
Further, many states are now offering all students an opportunity to take the ACT for free, allowing
students to unlock options they might never have pursued or known to exist.3 But testing alone isn’t
enough to solve the existing opportunity gaps, and while among some student demographic groups there
have been improvements in readiness for success in credit-bearing, first-year courses at a postsecondary
institution without remediation, there has been only a slight corresponding increase in readiness among
students generally.4
Readiness is also a concern prior to high school,5
as is the issue of differing perceptions of readiness,
leading to confusion about who is ready and, often,
what readiness itself means. In a recently published
survey of parents of eighth-graders, 90 percent
believed their children were performing at grade level
in math and reading—running counter to national test
results showing that only 1 in 3 US eighth-graders are
proficient in these subjects.6

Parental Understanding of
Their Children’s Proficiency
parental
perception

91%
89%

- vs -

MATH
READING

assessment
performance

33% MATH
34% READING

Comparison of parent surveys of their eighth-graders’ performance to
grade level (percent responding “Yes”) with proficiency in grade 8 as
measured by federal assessments (percent proficient) | Note: Data are
taken from Parents 2017: Unleashing Their Power & Potential (Alexandria,
VA: Learning Heroes).

To be sure, multiple factors affect students’
educational achievement, and multiple federal, state, and district policies have been instrumental in helping
to determine how the nation’s children are educated. As was the case with ACT’s first K–12 policy platform,
this new platform does not purport to address all of these factors and policies and how to improve their
respective impacts, but instead focuses on the three broad categories of readiness, rigor, and high-quality
assessment. However, it also notes new and emerging opportunities, along with some significant and
persistent challenges.
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The 2018 edition of the K–12 Policy Platform is organized
around three themes:

1 2

Strengthen the
commitment to
preparing students for
success beyond high
school.

Ensure that students’
education is holistic
and addresses the
needs of the “whole
learner.”

3

Collect, handle, and
use assessment data
responsibly, with
special attention
to maintaining its
security and quality.

The following sections present detailed recommendations for each of the themes.

Prepare Students for Success Beyond High School

1

1st

3

Strengthen the commitment

to preparing students for
success beyond high school.
RECOMMENDATION

Encourage states to continue
using college and career
readiness standards as their
state standards.
The implementation of higher academic standards
was a watershed moment in US education that
states used as an opportunity to support students
as they strive to meet higher expectations.7 Though
most states initially adopted and implemented
college and career readiness standards, current
federal law requires only that states adopt
“challenging” academic standards, largely leaving
the task of defining this term up to the states and
eliminating federal oversight of the standards.8
The US Department of Education has now
determined that all 50 states and the District of
Columbia have adopted college- and career-ready
standards. However, not all states clearly define
or explain what they mean by college and career
readiness, and even where they do, the meanings
are not always uniform across states or based on
empirically measurable goals beyond students’
eventual enrollment in college.
Maintaining college and career readiness as an
essential component of standards is critical to
elevating opportunities for all students. This is
especially true as conversations around choice
and nontraditional schools continue: states must
actively monitor the use of rigorous college and
career readiness standards for all students in
whatever type of institution they attend.

2nd

RECOMMENDATION

Enhance opportunities for
personalized learning while
ensuring students’ continued
exposure to rigorous academic
standards.
New flexibility in ESSA offers states numerous
opportunities to develop and implement
personalized learning programs in K–12 education.9
In addition, ESSA includes provisions related to
digital learning, including online assessments and
technologies that can enable or increase students’
degree of personal engagement with learning
materials. In the past few years, school reformers
have called for the introduction of personalized,
student-centered learning into K–12 education.
For example, competency-based education allows
students to learn at their own pace, moving on
when they have demonstrated proficiency rather
than being constrained by rules about “seat
time”; and blended or project-based learning
opportunities help students to explore topics that
fit with their interests.
Whatever the format, personalized learning
programs should be evidence based, targeted, and
efficient. At the same time, personalized learning
should complement students’ exposure to rigorous
academic standards or their being taught, by quality
teachers, the essential knowledge and skills they will
need to succeed in postsecondary education and
the workforce.
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3rd

RECOMMENDATION

Periodically review and update
standards to ensure that they
remain relevant to the rapidly
changing skill and technology
needs of postsecondary
education and the workforce.
As implementation of challenging, college- and
career-ready standards began and has continued,
doubts about whether high school graduates are
academically prepared for college-level work
persist and have even increased. In 2009 and
2012—respectively, before and after states’ shift
to college and career readiness standards—ACT
surveyed national cross-sections of college
instructors about how well their incoming firstyear students were prepared for college-level
work in the instructors’ particular content areas.
In both cases, just 26 percent of the instructors
reported that their students were “well” or “very
well” prepared. In 2015, shortly after enactment of
ESSA, that percentage had fallen to 16.10

This drop in college instructors’ perception of
students’ college readiness from an already low
percentage is of concern not only in itself, but
also because, at the same time that standards
are being implemented, the requirements for
postsecondary education and the workforce have
been evolving and will continue to evolve. For
example, in recent years some experts have called
attention to the growing need for graduates to
pursue careers in the STEM fields; others have
indicated the need for students and workers to be
able to think critically.
If students are to succeed in the colleges and
jobs of the future, the academic standards
they are held to must evolve along with the
requirements of those colleges and jobs. To
achieve this goal, states should engage with
stakeholders representing K-12, higher education,
and workforce to develop a regular process of
review and revision of their academic standards
to ensure that they continue to reflect the
requirements of life after high school.

Percentages OF COLLEGE instructors rating their students
as “well” or “very well” prepared FOr COLLEGE LEVEL WORK, 2009–2015

2009 | 2012

26%

2015

16%

Ensure Education is Holistic
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1st

5

Ensure that students’ education

is holistic and addresses the needs
of the “whole learner.”

RECOMMENDATION

Education SHOULD ENCOMPASS
not just academics but also
behavioral skills, cross-cutting
capabilities, and education and
career navigation.
Education consists of much more than just
academic learning. Core academic achievement is
one part of a broader approach that encompasses
other important dimensions, including social and
emotional learning.11

ESSA codifies a holistic approach to education in
its requirement that state accountability systems
encompass more than academics, and in its support
for “well-rounded” educational opportunities.
One way to build in well-roundedness is to include
(as many states have) multiple measures in
their accountability systems under the indicator
measuring school quality or student success.12

The ACT Holistic FrameworkTM
ACT has been advancing the national conversation around readiness by placing core academic achievement within a
research-based Holistic Framework that encompasses other equally important dimensions of readiness. This researchbased framework integrates the knowledge and skills that empower people to achieve success in both education and career.
The framework consists of four domains:
Core academic skills in
mathematics, science,
and English language
arts (ELA) based on an
expanded, more granular
definition of the skills
and mapped to learning
progressions from
kindergarten through
career (K–Career)

Cross-cutting
capabilities, such
as critical thinking,
collaborative problem
solving, and information
and technology skills

Behavioral skills related
to success in education
and the workforce, such
as dependability, working
effectively with others,
adapting, and managing
stress

Education and career
navigation factors related to
education and career paths,
including self-knowledge of
abilities, values, likes, and
dislikes; knowledge about
majors and occupations;
and a variety of skills related
to education and career
exploration, planning, and
decision making

Together, the degree of an individual’s skills and capabilities in each of these areas presents a broader picture of the
likelihood of a student’s success in education and eventually the workplace.

6

K-12 EDUCATION

2nd

RECOMMENDATION

Scale up nonacademic services,
especially for underserved
students.
One of the guiding principles behind taking a
holistic approach to education is to start by
meeting students where they are, acknowledging
that students come to school not only with
differing educational experiences and academic
achievement levels, but also with differing personal,
family, and cultural experiences. These experiences
can influence students’ ability to learn and persist in
school and thus are no less important for schools to
address than are students’ academic needs.
Just as some students may need tutoring, or extra
time on assessments, others—especially those
students who have historically been underserved
by the K–12 education system—may need supports
or services ranging from supplemental nutrition, a
focus on social and emotional learning, or schoolbased mental health care. Students closer to
high school graduation may also need education
in financial literacy, help obtaining fee waivers
for college admission tests,13 help with college
applications,14 or exposure to the job interview
process. These and other behavioral skills and
navigation factors are well recognized by educators
as being important to success in school.15

States should take maximum advantage of ESSA
language permitting them to allocate funds to local
education agencies to develop, either on their
own or in collaboration with community-based or
other organizations, programs and activities that
would provide many of these nonacademic services
to students. The law’s new Student Support and
Academic Enrichment grant program and updated
21st Century Community Learning Centers program
are particularly well aligned to these services, but
Title I and other key ESSA formula resources are
also flexible enough to support them as well. Thus,
adequate funding of these grants and programs, and
a strong vision for their use, are especially critical for
expanding these services for underserved students.

Ensure Education is Holistic

3rd

7

RECOMMENDATION

Incentivize training, support,
and professional development
opportunities for teachers
and principals to hone their
strategies for engaging the
“whole learner.”
Without teachers and principals, the holistic
approach to education is no more than a wellintentioned theory. At school, it is educators who
interact with students most frequently, observe
students’ strengths and needs most closely, and
have the greatest opportunity to reach students with
targeted interventions. Research has demonstrated
the value great teachers add for students in grades
4–8 with respect to later student outcomes,
including some indicators of success in college.16
Similar to the types of academic professional
development discussed in and incentivized
by ESSA, states should also support access to
resources for teachers to expand ways to use a
“whole learner” approach with their students—and
be appropriately compensated for this work. While
the federal government can help by maintaining
and expanding research on this subject through
the research program of the Institute of Education
Sciences, states can offer technical support
and advice for improving district professional
development systems through their regional
education support centers.

In addition, states should ensure that educator
preparation programs at state universities
incorporate the “whole learner” approach into
their curricula.
Whether resources take the form of periodic
training sessions, developing lesson plans, or
opportunities for brainstorming and collaboration
among fellow educators and across school
departments, all have in common the goal of
integrating academic content with behavioral skill
development and sensitive, careful attention to
students’ nonacademic needs.
ESSA Title II-A provides formula support to
states and school districts to fund professional
development of this nature. States may also set
aside a portion of the funding to administer the
program and to support other activities that seek to
strengthen the pipeline of qualified instructors and
build educator and school leader capacity.
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3 Collect, handle, and use

assessment data responsibly, with
special attention to maintaining its
security and quality.

1st

92

7

38

RECOMMENDATION

Protect student data privacy
without hampering students’
ability to benefit educationally or
organizations’ ability to conduct
responsible research.
Efforts at the federal and state levels to
update student data privacy policies should be
commended; antiquated privacy laws allow far too
many loopholes regarding access to and sharing
of data. Standard policy in sharing assessment
data should be to mask and encrypt all personally
identifiable information (e.g., name and address).
Assessment results should be used and disclosed in
a secure and confidential manner and in conformity
with industry standards as well as applicable US law.
Following these principles minimizes the likelihood
that student information may be compromised.
At the same time, numerous benefits accrue from
judicious use and/or sharing of data. For example,
portability—the sharing of student data records
by one education system with another—allows
student performance to be monitored across
time. Some student data are necessary in order
to inform students about certain educational
intervention programs or scholarship opportunities.
The science behind assessments—the evidence

base and ongoing research—relies on the ability
of test developers to analyze these data. Scholars
both within and outside the test development field
should also be able to study student academic
performance data to evaluate programs and make
recommendations regarding needed improvements
in school organization, classroom instruction,
teacher training, or the education system as a whole.
The importance of protecting student data privacy
must thus be balanced with the need to ensure
continued, responsible educational research,
including encouraging the use of de-identified
student performance data whenever individually
identifiable data is not required for the research.
Ways of ensuring the protection of student
data privacy while also providing flexibility for
educational research include permitting the use
of data for legitimate educational purposes such
as research, evaluation, aiding in scholarship
opportunities, and validation of fair, reliable
assessment systems; and supporting restrictions
on commercial data mining and unrequested
advertising targeted at students or their parents.

Use Assessment Data Securely and Responsibly

2nd

RECOMMENDATION
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3rd

RECOMMENDATION

Continue to prioritize data
literacy for teachers and school
and district leaders in efforts to
improve instruction.

IN implementing the student
assessment component of ESSA,
follow the principles of highquality assessment systems.

Teachers and administrators report having sufficient
educational data but also report that there are
barriers to their use of the data. It is critical to
provide teachers and administrators with training
and professional development opportunities
that will assist them in applying, protecting, and
making appropriate interpretations from the data
gained from assessments. In surveys of school
staff conducted by ACT during the past few years,
teachers identified data literacy—understanding
what test data mean and how they can be used in
the classroom—as one barrier to the effective use of
data in their schools.17

No single assessment or assessment type can
capture all aspects of student performance and
readiness, especially in the context of a holistic
approach to education. In 2014, ACT stated its
principles for a high-quality assessment system.18
In the wake of ESSA, these principles are revisited
and updated for the current era of federal
accountability (see following pages).

Some of the funding provided by the educator
training component of ESSA (mentioned earlier)
should be directed toward improving teachers’ data
and assessment literacy skills early in their training,
so that they will be better able to apply student
assessment data for diagnosis, guidance, and
instructional improvement purposes.
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ACT Principles of High-Quality Assessment Systems
A high-quality assessment system:

1.

Monitors growth over a student’s educational
experience. Per ESSA, states may include an academic
growth indicator for grades 3–8; they are also allowed
to use measures of student growth—not simply
student proficiency on the state assessment—as a
component of the academic achievement indicator
in high school. As of this writing, several states have
chosen to do so in their accountability plans.19

2.

Is an effective tool for students, teachers,
administrators, and parents to monitor student
progress. ACT maintains that the best way for an
assessment system to monitor student progress
toward readiness for college and career is by testing
an established sequence of knowledge and skills in
which performance on each assessment not only
provides educators with a snapshot of a student’s
current strengths and needs but also empirically
predicts, based on current performance, how the
student is likely to perform in later components of
the system and, eventually, in college or targeted
workforce training.

3.

Incorporates the unique accessibility needs of
English learners and students with disabilities.
ESSA places a great deal of emphasis on English
learner proficiency and on the needs of students
with disabilities. In order to accurately assess their
progress, an assessment must allow these students to
demonstrate what they know with as few impediments
as possible. To this end, assessments should be
constructed in consultation with experts on these
populations. Further, in fairness to these students,
approved and appropriate supports must not hinder
them from earning the same benefits the assessments
offer to students without disabilities or whose first
language is English.

4.

Varies assessment formats according to the
type of standards that need to be measured.
Assessment systems should include a variety of
item types: multiple choice, technology enhanced,
constructed response, and essay. In addition,
supplementing summative assessment with periodic
(also known as interim or formative) assessments
will enable schools to shift from annual snapshots of
student progress to more immediate understanding
of their learning, so that interventions can be made
as needed. Approached thoughtfully and judiciously,
there is room in school for both accountability testing
and classroom-based testing.

5.

Measures behavioral skills. As states implement
programs that prioritize social and emotional
learning for diagnostic and/or developmental (not
high-stakes) purposes, and use them to monitor
student progress and personalize support as needed,
assessment developers should offer practical, useful
assessments to provide students, parents, and
teachers with information and insight about the
acquisition of academically related student behaviors
such as sustained effort, getting along with others, and
maintaining composure.

6.

Is offered through multiple comparable platforms.
Like NCLB before it, ESSA permits the use of
computer-based assessments. ACT has invested
in developing both online and paper/pencil options
for its major testing programs, and works to ensure
that the scores reported for students who take
its assessments online indicate the same level of
academic achievement and predicted postsecondary
performance as those earned in the paper versions
of the test.20 However, a divide still exists between
schools that have greater access to the technology
that enables computer-adaptive, computer-based,
and online assessment and those that have lesser
or no access. Rather than remove support, as has
recently been proposed,21 the federal government
should maintain or increase support for programs such
as E-rate, which enable schools to access affordable
broadband internet.
Continued on next page >>

Use Assessment Data Securely and Responsibly

11

A high-quality assessment system:

7.

8.

Offers multiple stakeholders—especially
teachers—ongoing, real-time, interactive
reporting and access to assessment results
and other related data, as well as the
supporting documentation to understand
and appropriately use the results. Title II of
ESSA is devoted in part to enhancing capacities
among teachers, principals, and other school
leaders by providing funds to assist them in
designing (or selecting and implementing)
formative assessments to improve instruction and
student academic achievement. These funds are
a critical resource in providing teachers with the
knowledge and expertise to deliver short-duration
assessments that can help them identify when a
student may require additional or special attention
in order to learn an essential skill or skills.
Is well aligned to state learning standards.
When selecting any type of assessment, states
should make sure that the assessments are
measuring relevant information. Without alignment
between the standards and assessments, students
could be tested on content and skills they were
never taught. However, alignment need not mean
that each and every standard is tested on each
assessment. Rather, as outlined in a recent white
paper commissioned by the Council of Chief State
School Officers, determining the alignment of

an assessment to standards “is about coherent
connections across various aspects within and
across a system.”22 This approach, while it may
not necessarily reflect an exact item-to-standard
match, still provides a comprehensive and useful
view of what a student should know and has
learned.

9.

Yields useful data bolstered by acceptable
student participation rates. In recent years,
there has been an increase across the nation in the
numbers of students opting out of assessments.
When all students do not participate, valuable
information—needed to measure the performance
of students, classes, schools, or districts; to
improve classroom instruction; and to strengthen
research and program evaluation23—is lost and/
or rendered inaccurate or unusable, because
the data do not reflect the strengths and needs
of the entire student body or because some
groups of students, particularly those who have
been historically underserved, are not accurately
represented. States should develop actionable
plans for ensuring that all schools meet or exceed
the 95 percent student participation rate required
by ESSA on state assessments.
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The recommendations offered in
this platform continue a framework that
acknowledges the importance of aligning
the education and workforce sectors
to help fulfill ACT’s mission of helping people
achieve education and workplace success.

Conclusion

ACT’s mission is to help people achieve education
and workplace success.
At a time when the nation’s economy is changing quickly and states are now operating within the context
of the Every Student Succeeds Act, this updated K–12 Policy Platform offers ACT’s unique experience and
research in education and workforce assessment to focus on the challenge of ensuring that all students
are prepared for college and the workforce. The recommendations offered in this and ACT’s three other
2018 policy platforms continue a framework, established more than three years ago, that acknowledges the
importance of aligning the education and workforce sectors to help fulfill ACT’s mission.
All of ACT’s Policy Platforms are available online:

www.act.org/policyplatforms
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