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Leveraging 
assessments to 
inform instruction

TURNING INSIGHT

INTO ACTION

3 key instructional decisions  
to help every student learn



Leveraging assessments to inform instruction  |  2 

Educators make hundreds of instructional decisions a day. With so much data available, trying to make 
every choice data-informed can be overwhelming. Knowing where to focus makes all the difference.  

Three key instructional decisions that can transform students’ learning trajectories are:

When educators leverage data insights in these critical realms, they can help ensure each 
student gets the support and challenge they need for optimal learning and growing.

Strong outcomes begin  
with informed decisions
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Accurate screening 
and placement 
The right assessments can make screening, 
intervention, and program placement 
decisions easier and more effective. 

1
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Get efficient
Efficient assessment tools let you 
minimize testing, while delivering 
better insights to inform decisions.

• Look for an assessment that can 
screen for multiple purposes, 
such as interventions, gifted and 
talented, and course placement 
instead of using multiple 
assessments. 

• Consider computer adaptive 
assessments. Since they adapt to 
the level of each student, these 
assessments can both identify the 
need for intervention and screen for 
placement in gifted and talented 
programs.

• Get more than screening. You’re 
already investing the time to screen 
all students—make sure your 
assessments can inform instructional 
next steps as well.

Precision counts
When using assessments to match 
students with the right instructional 
support, you can’t afford inaccuracy. 

• Look for assessments with a 
conditionally-low SEM1, such as 
computer adaptive assessments 
that adjust to each student while 
they are taking the test.  

• Deep test question banks are 
essential to accurate scores. 
Adaptive assessments must have 
enough test questions to cover 
the full range of content standards 
for both high- and low-achieving 
students. 

• Fixed-form and short tests, which 
tend to have higher SEMs, should 
be used with caution to inform 
placement decisions. 

Comparisons matter
Screening and placement decisions 
require more than a test score. 
Meaningful reference points help 
educators match students with the 
right resources. 

• Consider percentile ranks in 
national norming to help identify 
students who are at-risk or gifted 
and talented. Reference norms2 with 
a large and diverse enough sample 
size to build a truly representative 
comparison group. 

• Seek out placement guidelines. 
For example, NWEA publishes 
comparative data to inform 
instructional decisions to help 
educators place students in 
appropriate programs. 

• Use linking studies3 with a high 
track record of classification 
accuracy4 to identify students at-
risk of falling short of proficiency or 
college and career benchmarks.

1 Standard error of measurement (SEM) 
indicates the precision of an assessment score. 
The lower the SEM relative to the assessment 
scale, the greater the expected accuracy in 
estimating student achievement and growth. 

2 Norms compare a student’s achievement to a 
large sample of students in the same grade to 
help make academic decisions with precision 
and confidence. 

The right tool for the job

3 Linking studies use student performance on 
one assessment (such as an interim assessment) 
to predict performance on another (such as the 
state test, ACT or SAT). 

4 Classification accuracy is the degree to which 
linking studies accurately predict expected 
results for other assessments.

https://www.nwea.org/content/uploads/2017/11/Comparative-Data-Sheet.pdf
https://www.nwea.org/content/uploads/2017/11/Comparative-Data-Sheet.pdf
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Effective instructional 
grouping
Assessment data can reduce confusion and 
time spent grouping students by equipping 
teachers with the insights at the right time.

2
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When to differentiate
To get the most out of teachers’ 
time and energy, focus small-group 
differentiation on the content areas 
where the learning needs are most 
diverse in the classroom. 

• The right data can make this easy. 
MAP® Growth™ class reports include 
standard deviation (SD), a number 
that indicates how spread out 
students are from the class average.

• Content areas with the highest  
SD are ripe for differentiation.  
A lower SD suggests a whole  
group approach. 

Create focused groups
Each student’s readiness level can 
vary greatly within one content area. 
Avoid broad subject-level groups to 
keep differentiation on target.

• Use assessment results to reveal 
which students are performing at a 
similar level in various skill and sub-
skill areas.

• Class Breakdown reports in MAP 
Growth link directly to the Learning 
Continuum, which shows teachers 
the standards, skills, and concepts 
each group is ready to learn.

Responsive and flexible
Students progress at different rates. 
Adjust instructional groups as often 
as necessary to keep individual 
learning needs front and center. 

• Teachers can use formative 
strategies to monitor how students 
are responding to instruction in  
the moment. 

• Regularly review results 
from classroom and interim 
assessments—as well as skills 
mastery assessments like MAP® 
Skills™—for a holistic view of how 
students are progressing and adapt 
groupings accordingly.  

Making sense of differentiated instruction

Easily track  
student progress
MAP Skills dashboards quickly show 
teachers which skills each student has 
mastered and which still need work.
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https://www.nwea.org/blog/2013/22-easy-formative-assessment-techniques-for-measuring-student-learning/
https://www.nwea.org/blog/2013/22-easy-formative-assessment-techniques-for-measuring-student-learning/
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Grouping made easy
The MAP Growth Class Breakdown 
Report and the MAP® Reading 
Fluency™ Student Matrix help simplify 
the grouping process for teachers 
by displaying students with similar 
learning needs.

MAP Growth reports breakdown classes into groups of students at similar readiness 
levels for each content goal area.

Interactive MAP Reading Fluency reports allow you to quickly see students who are 
below, approaching, meeting, or exceeding expectations in various measurement areas.

Goal
Goal Score

191–200 201–210 211–220

N. I. Devany (209)

A. E. Scruggs (203)

Z. N. Haukebo-Bol (198)

T. E. Wolf (201)

D. E. Shalifoe (202)

M. M. Vosburg (205)

J. S. Kucia (207)

R. Valkier (211)

D. W. Alhamzawi (213)

Informational
Concepts A. E. Scruggs (197)

D. E. Shalifoe (198)

T. E. Wolf (200)

Z. N. Haukebo-Bol (205)

J. S. Kucia (207)

M. M. Vosburg (205)

R. Valkier (211)

K. S. Dimalanta (220)

D. N. Dugaw (200)

A. E. Scruggs (199)

Z. N. Haukebo-Bol (211)D. E. Shalifoe (198)

M. M. Vosburg (199)

T. E. Wolf (201)

R. Valkier (211)

D. W. Alhamzawi (213) J. S. Kucia (210)

Growth: Reading 2–5 2017

Literary 
Concepts

Print 
Awareness,
Phonics, 
Vocabulary
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Powerful instructional 
planning
Assessments help you see where students 
are, so you can help them get where they 
need to go. 

3
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Build your roadmap
Deconstructing complex standards 
helps teachers and students know 
where they are going. These resources 
offer guidance for unpacking standards. 

• Unwrapping the Standards: A 
Simple Way to Deconstruct Learning 
Outcomes, a blog post by Larry 
Ainsworth in Education Week

• Unpacking the Standards, a video 
from the Guide to the Common 
Core Standards collection in the PBS 
Learning Media Resource Center

• Unpacking Standards, a research 
paper published by ASCD 

You can also check to see if your state 
offers deconstructed standards on its 
website.

Where to start
The key to tailoring instruction is 
knowing the standards each student 
is ready to learn next.

• Interim assessment data can help 
teachers find each student’s Zone of 
Proximal Development. That’s the 
sweet spot between what a student 
can do without help and what they 
can’t yet do. It’s where learning 
happens.

• Shorter skills mastery assessments 
can identify missing skills that may be 
holding students back.

Reaching the destination
With clear learning objectives and a 
starting point defined, teachers can 
map out their instructional activities. 

• Identify instructional resources and 
learning tasks that help teach key 
concepts at varying levels of depth 
and complexity. 

• MAP® Suite assessment results link 
directly to online learning tools—
like Khan Academy and over a 
dozen more—to create personalized 
learning paths for students of all 
ability levels.

Clear next steps
The Learning Continuum Class View 
groups students with the standards, 
skills and concepts in their Zone of 
Proximal Development.

Getting in the Zone—of Proximal Development

191-200

181-190

171-180

161-170

201-210

211-220

Perimeter/Circumference 
• Determines perimeters of basic polygons with all sides labeled

Perimeter/Circumference
• Determines perimeters of basic polygons with all sides labeled

Perimeter/Circumference
• Determines perimeters of basic polygons in which not all sides are labeled
• Determines perimeters of basic polygons with all sides labeled
• Solves real-world and mathematical problems involving perimeters of rectangles

Perimeter/Circumference
• Determines perimeters of basic polygons in which not all sides are labeled
• Determines side lengths given the perimeter of rectangles
• Solves real-world and mathematical problems involving perimeters of rectangles

Perimeter/Circumference
• Counts to find perimeters of complex figures
• Describes the effect on perimeter when dimensions of a polygon are changed
• Determines perimeters of basic polygons in which not all sides are labeled
• Determines side lengths given the perimeter of rectangles
• Solves real-world and mathematical problems involving perimeters of rectangles

J. A. Cambridge  Overall: 183; Goal Range: 163-177

No students

No students

J. L. Russell  Overall: 198; Goal Range: 201-213
L. E. Kong  Overall: 205; Goal Range: 198-210
J. B. Ramirez  Overall: 208; Goal Range: 198-210 

R. N. Sandoval  Overall: 212; Goal Range: 210-221
M. G. Moyer  Overall: 213; Goal Range: 206-218

E. H. Orton  Overall: 189; Goal Range: 185-196
D.N. Dugaw  Overall: 195; Goal Range: 191-202
A. H. Frisino  Overall: 198; Goal Range: 187-199
T.E. Wolf  Overall: 200; Goal Range: 189-201

Geometry and MeasurementGeometry and Measurement

Solve Problems Involving MeasurementSolve Problems Involving Measurement

View groups of 
students side-by-side 
with skills they are 
ready for next in the 
Learning Continuum 
Class View. 

191-200

181-190

171-180

161-170

201-210

211-220

Perimeter/Circumference 
• Determines perimeters of basic polygons with all sides labeled

Perimeter/Circumference
• Determines perimeters of basic polygons with all sides labeled

Perimeter/Circumference
• Determines perimeters of basic polygons in which not all sides are labeled
• Determines perimeters of basic polygons with all sides labeled
• Solves real-world and mathematical problems involving perimeters of rectangles

Perimeter/Circumference
• Determines perimeters of basic polygons in which not all sides are labeled
• Determines side lengths given the perimeter of rectangles
• Solves real-world and mathematical problems involving perimeters of rectangles

Perimeter/Circumference
• Counts to find perimeters of complex figures
• Describes the effect on perimeter when dimensions of a polygon are changed
• Determines perimeters of basic polygons in which not all sides are labeled
• Determines side lengths given the perimeter of rectangles
• Solves real-world and mathematical problems involving perimeters of rectangles

J. A. Cambridge  Overall: 183; Goal Range: 163-177

No students

No students

J. L. Russell  Overall: 198; Goal Range: 201-213
L. E. Kong  Overall: 205; Goal Range: 198-210
J. B. Ramirez  Overall: 208; Goal Range: 198-210 

R. N. Sandoval  Overall: 212; Goal Range: 210-221
M. G. Moyer  Overall: 213; Goal Range: 206-218

E. H. Orton  Overall: 189; Goal Range: 185-196
D.N. Dugaw  Overall: 195; Goal Range: 191-202
A. H. Frisino  Overall: 198; Goal Range: 187-199
T.E. Wolf  Overall: 200; Goal Range: 189-201

Geometry and MeasurementGeometry and Measurement

Solve Problems Involving MeasurementSolve Problems Involving Measurement

https://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/finding_common_ground/2015/03/unwrapping_the_standards_a_simple_way_to_deconstruct_learning_outcomes.html
https://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/finding_common_ground/2015/03/unwrapping_the_standards_a_simple_way_to_deconstruct_learning_outcomes.html
https://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/finding_common_ground/2015/03/unwrapping_the_standards_a_simple_way_to_deconstruct_learning_outcomes.html
https://opb.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/ccaded.pd.decon.unpack/unpacking-the-standards/
https://pdo.ascd.org/lmscourses/PD12OC002/media/CCSS_UBD_M2_Reading_Unpacking_Standards.pdf
https://www2.ed.gov/about/contacts/state/index.html
https://www2.ed.gov/about/contacts/state/index.html
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Markers of a quality assessment MAP
Suite

Other 
Assessments

Provides accurate, reliable scores to dependably inform 
student placement decisions 
Accurately assesses all students, including those above 
and below grade level 
Provides meaningful context—such as norms or 
readiness indicators—to assist with placement decisions 
Well-aligned to curriculum, standards, and grade-level 
expectations 

Identifies key skill gaps 
Meets technical standards for reliability, validity, and 
lack of bias 
Results easily translate to group/regroup students to 
differentiate instruction 
Provides reasonable adaptations and appropriate 
accommodations for students with diverse learning 
needs



Provides actionable data to teachers, students, and 
parents to guide next steps 
Gives administrators a big picture view about student 
performance trends across grades, schools, and 
districts 



Your assessment checklist  
for informing instruction
Instructionally-relevant assessment 
data makes planning easier and more 
effective at the district, school, and 
classroom level. This check list can 
help determine if you are using an 
accurate instrument to screen and 
deliver reliable, actionable data. 



Leveraging assessments to inform instruction  |  11 

Students learn and schools  
succeed when you take the next step 

toward more informed instruction. 
Visit nwea.org/the-map-suite to learn more.

NWEA® is a not-for-profit organization that supports students and educators worldwide by providing assessment solutions, insightful reports, professional learning offerings, and research services. 
Visit NWEA.org to find out how NWEA can partner with you to help all kids learn. 

© 2018 NWEA. NWEA and MAP are registered trademarks, and MAP Growth, MAP Skills, and MAP Reading Fluency are trademarks, of NWEA in the US and in other countries. Illustrations © 2017 Adam Simpson and Heart.
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http://www.nwea.org/the-map-suite
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