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Educator Support is Key to the  
Success of State Assessments

Engaging educators on the development and rollout of state 
assessments is critical to ensuring the tests are used as tools to 
improve student outcomes and to avoid misinformation. Although 
it is a difficult task, state leaders and advocates have already 
led effective educator campaigns and continue to see impressive 
results when teachers become the champions. Findings from 
the RAND Corporation’s 2017 American Teacher Panel revealed 
that among the subset of teachers who do not support their state 
tests, more than 40 percent were concerned about the test not 
providing useful data and the instructional time they needed 
for test preparation1. Knowing how important it is for states to 
engage teachers and support them with the resources they need 
to understand their state assessment and use the data to inform 
instruction, the PIE Network set out to detail the work of states 
that effectively engaged teachers and generated a meaningful 
understanding among educators of the value, purpose, and use 
of an annual assessment. Tennessee led such a campaign, and in 
fall 2017 the PIE Network talked to current and former leadership 
at the Tennessee Department of Education, state advocates, and 
educators to get their perspectives 
on what made educator 
engagement regarding the state 
assessment, TNReady, successful. 

1 Kaufman, Julia H., Elaine Lin Wang, Laura S. Hamilton, Lindsey E. Thompson and Gerald Hunter. U.S. 
Teachers’ Support of Their State Standards and Assessments: Findings from the American Teacher Panel. 
Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2017. https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR2136.html.

Misinformation leads to teacher 
opposition…so it’s critical to give 

accurate information.

Tennessee Teacher



4

A WINDING, COMPLICATED ROAD  
TO A STATE ASSESSMENT
Tennessee has been a leader in adopting and implementing education reforms to 
improve outcomes for their students and schools. As one of the early adopters of 
the Common Core State Standards in 2010, they led a robust campaign to provide 
in-depth, teacher-led training to thousands of educators across the state before full 
implementation in 2014. Despite leading the way for states transitioning to higher 
standards, Tennessee faced a difficult path when it came to adopting an equally high-
quality assessment. The state encountered multiple political and technical challenges 
that caused a delay of implementing an annual assessment, fueling already negative 
perceptions of standardized testing. Nevertheless, state leaders and advocates 
conducted an unprecedented amount of outreach and communications to educators 
around TNReady with impressive outcomes. Arguably one of the most effective 
statewide educator initiatives to date, the work resulted in something few other states 
have achieved—an educator community that understands, supports, and effectively 
uses state assessment data. This was due largely in part to the shared goals and strong 
partnership between the Tennessee Department of Education (TDOE) and the state’s 
leading advocacy organization, the State Collaborative on Reforming Education 
(SCORE). 

Originally a member of the PARCC consortium (the Partnership for the Assessment 
of Readiness for College and Careers), Tennessee was on track to first administer the 
PARCC test in the 2014-15 school year. In spring 2014, political reasons forced the state 
to withdraw from the consortia and instead administer their previous assessment 
under the Tennessee Comprehensive Assessment Program (TCAP), which was not 
designed to measure the state’s higher standards. This shift left the state looking for a 
new test vendor to develop a new assessment. After receiving requests for proposals, 
the state developed and adopted TNReady for the 2015-16 school year. TNReady was 
an online assessment produced by a new vendor, Measurement Incorporated, and was 
designed to measure the higher standards. Many educators were relieved to finally 

If parents are going to  
teachers, we need to make sure 

teachers have the right info.

State Advocate
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have an assessment that measured what they were teaching and provided insight 
into how well they were instructing and their students were performing. The relief was 
short lived. Due to technical issues with the vendor’s online platform, the state decided 
to administer paper-based tests instead. Unfortunately, Measurement Incorporated 
was not able to deliver all the tests in time and the grade 3-8 assessments were 
cancelled. Although high school students took TNReady, it was not until the following 
year that grade 3-8 students took a test designed to measure the standards, despite 
having been in place for three years. 

Not surprisingly, these challenges created a climate ripe for misinformation and 
opposition. But the delayed implementation also allowed state leaders and advocates 
the opportunity to watch and learn from the challenges other states faced as they 
were implementing their assessments. They witnessed how a lack of communication 
and teacher engagement fueled misinformation about the test and in some states, led 
teachers to encourage parents to opt their children out of annual testing. Importantly, 
state advocates knew from focus group findings that teachers were parents’ primary 
and most trusted source of information. If they wanted to create a positive perception 
of the test and prevent an opt-out campaign like those that plagued other states, 
it would be critical to reach, inform, and invest in educators. In the words of one 
Tennessee teacher, “[It’s a] simple fact: if there’s a breakdown in communication, it will 
breed misinformation.” Educator outreach was also an opportunity to underscore the 
connection between the state standards and assessment as well as how assessment 
data could help improve instruction. 

AN INTENTIONAL APPROACH TO SUPPORT  
TEACHERS THROUGH PROFESSIONAL LEARNING
The statewide work was led jointly by advocates at SCORE and members of TDOE. 
Advocates recognized that TDOE had been working diligently to provide information 
to teachers through their districts and various digital channels, but because of the 
fragile climate around the test, there was need for a more intense surround sound 
approach that used multiple strategies to reach educators. While TDOE knew that 
districts and digital channels effectively reached teachers, they wanted to directly 
connect with as many educators as possible, especially in districts where support for 
reforms and assessments was low. With this in mind, SCORE approached TDOE about 
partnering in a collaborative effort to support their outreach to teachers across the 
state around the implementation of TNReady. 

Because of existing concerns and negative perceptions of TNReady, state leaders 
and advocates knew that any type of explicit advocacy would be met with cynicism. 
Instead, they structured their outreach as a series of professional development 
sessions across the state that would allow teachers to “trust in the test.” The events 
were geared towards providing teachers with a thorough understanding of test 
content and how to use assessment data to inform instruction. Sessions included 
detailed walkthroughs of test blueprints, score reports, and sample questions, so that 
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teachers understood every component of the assessment 
and how it matched their instruction. Educators received in-
depth training on how to read and use the data, and teachers 
from across the state shared with their colleagues how the 
assessment had positively impacted their instruction. Math 
and English teachers described how they analyzed the data to 
pinpoint where to focus their instruction and the subsequent 
changes they made, both for a class as a whole and individual 
students. During this time, TDOE was also engaging formal 
and informal groups of teachers to gather feedback regarding 
changes to TNReady’s structure, administration, and online 
phase-in to inform selection of a new test vendor.  Eventually, 
the selected vendor, Questar, was invited to participate 
in the professional learning sessions, explaining the test 
technology and steps they had taken to ensure a smooth test 
administration in the coming year, which proved helpful in 
mitigating teachers’ concerns. For educators who could not 
attend an in-person event, TDOE shared the content in two 
webinars separately designed for teachers and principals. 
To increase reach, SCORE partnered with the Tennessee 
Education Association and the Professional Educators of 
Tennessee to share and amplify the opportunity. The webinars 
were recorded and posted on YouTube, creating a timeless 
and easily shareable resource for educators across the state.

Critical to the success of the events was ensuring the right people were 
leading them, especially Tennessee teachers themselves. TDOE staff (including 
Commissioner Candice McQueen), advocates, and educators played leadership 
roles in every session. Senior leaders from TDOE served as the expert voices 
on policy and the administration of the test. They answered pressing questions 
from teachers about item scoring and testing time, and had the opportunity to 
acknowledge and address the concerns of teachers in a completely transparent 
manner. The importance of this cannot be overemphasized; making Tennessee 
teachers a cornerstone piece of the rollout process was pivotal. Including 
teachers in conversations about the test, discussing decision points and 
improvements, and providing detailed information was outward proof that 
TDOE valued Tennessee teachers and their expertise. SCORE Tennessee 
Educator fellows and alumni created and delivered the professional learning 
sessions devoted to understanding the score report and using the data to inform 
instruction.

To ensure that teachers walked away with information they would continue to use 
and share with their colleagues, participants were given a flash drive with resources, 
including copies of the test blueprints, a “Parent Guide to TNReady”, and materials to 
accompany the score reports. Once educators felt that state leaders were committed 
to supporting them and providing helpful resources, they were eager to access a wide 
variety of information. 

Commissioner Candice McQueen 
walks a group of educators through 

an agenda for a professional 
learning workshop on TNReady.

A teacher-led professional learning 
session on how to analyze and use 

data from TNReady results. 
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A challenge for so many states is effectively reaching teachers 
at scale, and Tennessee is no different. Admittedly, this is 
one area that advocates and state leaders still feel could be 
improved. As part of the surround sound approach, advocates 
used basic networking and advocacy strategies to help increase 
reach. Advocates and TDOE continued to go directly to district 
leaders to amplify and raise awareness of the professional 
learning events. Maintaining positive relationships with district 
superintendents was critical. This made the district more 
receptive to information, which led to a better understanding 
of, and subsequently support of, the assessment. Engaged 
superintendents encouraged teachers’ participation and acted 
as ambassadors for the work of the state and advocates, 
sharing the work and encouraging peers in other districts 
to spread the word. After the events had taken place in their 
districts, these leaders continued to amplify and promote 
TNReady resources, information and messages to their 
educators. 

State and SCORE leaders also conducted grassroots outreach among their 
existing networks of teachers. Advocates reached out to current and former 
SCORE fellows, asking them to attend events and bring three friends. The 
state recruited their network of CORE coaches—a cohort of approximately four 
hundred teachers whose original role was to deliver quality professional learning 
on the shifts of the standards. This network of proven leaders, already invested 
in the standards and supportive of a quality assessment, amplified the work 
of TDOE and SCORE through their organic (and often rather large) personal 
networks. To supplement the in-person outreach, TDOE sent email updates and 
video messages about the test directly from Commissioner McQueen, which 
elevated the importance of the messages and increased open rates among 
the approximately 70,000 teachers who received it. The state also used Twitter 
(where they already had a strong presence) and their blog, TN Classroom 
Chronicles, to share the resources, information, and updates that were provided 
through in-person events and email. 

Parent Guide to 
Being TNReady

Preparing for the 
2017–18 School Year

We wanted to create great  
information for teachers and get it  

to them as soon as possible.

Former State Leader 
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PROACTIVE COMMUNICATIONS ON THE  
VALUE OF TNREADY
Focus group findings indicated that opposition to the test stemmed from a 
lack of understanding of its value and purpose, so a key emphasis of the work 
was counteracting these negative impressions. The state developed a core set 
of value statements to drive all communications, which were factual rather 
than emotive, and emphasized how TNReady was different than previous 
assessments. These statements were used by advocates and state leaders, and 
were reinforced in all materials, resources, conversations, and trainings:

 • TNReady is more than a test. It 
provides better information on 
where students are doing well 
and where they need more 
support.

 • Test results are just one tool 
that can be used to measure 
a student’s performance, 
and a tool teachers can use 
to measure what they are 
teaching.

 • The questions focus on 21st century skills, like critical thinking and 
problem solving, which are skills students need to be prepared for life 
after high school.

 • The test matches what students are doing in the classroom every day, 
so there is no need for test preparation. The best preparation is the 
instruction teachers are delivering.

ENGAGING EDUCATORS MEANINGFULLY  
AT EVERY STEP ALONG THE WAY
Equally as important as outreach to teachers was meaningfully engaging them 
in assessment discussions and policy decisions. The state and Governor’s offices 
had existing networks of teacher advisors, whom they sought input from when 
making important decisions on reductions in testing time, timelines for results, 
and recommended improvements to the assessment. TDOE leveraged their 
Teacher Advisory Council, a group comprised of twelve teachers across the 
state, whom they called upon to host roundtables in their regions, which yielded 
valuable input from a variety of teachers. The state also formed an assessment 
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task force to solicit feedback on the rollout and changes to TNReady. The task 
force is now in its third year, and has been critical in leading to a number of 
changes, including the elimination of a test for eighth and tenth graders and 
shortening the test in math and English language arts. SCORE has long been 
known for their Tennessee Educator Fellowship, a cohort of approximately 
fifty educators selected annually to serve as liaisons between policymakers, 
advocates, and educators. SCORE leaders engaged fellows to initiate important 
discussions regarding the assessment with policymakers. 

IT WORKED: A LARGE-SCALE CHANGE IN EDUCATOR 
PERCEPTIONS AND USE OF TNREADY
The coordinated, robust efforts of advocates and state leaders resulted in a 
more positive educator perception of TNReady. Educators across the state 
began to deeply understand the purpose and value of the assessment. The 
collective impact of high standards and state tests and the power of using 
test data to improve and tailor instruction became a prevailing part of the 
conversation. Teachers across the state began discussing their assessment data 
in professional learning communities and sharing how they use TNReady data in 
their classrooms, something that is rarely done at scale in other states. Teacher 
opinions of the test have also become more positive, as they report a sense of 
being included in the initiatives aimed at helping their students. As one teacher 
stated, “I understand so much better now. I feel way more confident than I did 
before.” Parents also became more engaged with the redesigned TNReady score 
reports, using them as springboards for discussions with teachers to better 
understand where their child needed more support.

THE WORK IS NOT DONE: EXPANDING PROFESSIONAL 
LEARNING AND DEFENDING THE TEST IN 2018
The robust outreach and engagement with teachers did not eliminate all 

I understand so much better now.  
I feel way more confident than  

I did before. 

Tennessee Teacher
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opposition. There is still lingering uncertainty and skepticism about the test that 
is likely to continue, as is the case in many states. Looking ahead, outreach and 
communications will continue to be critical in defending TNReady, especially 
given an error that occurred in the testing vendor’s 2017 scoring process. 
Leveraging educator voice and involving teachers who have seen the value of 
the test firsthand in policy discussions will be critical to ensuring the success 
of TNReady. The inclusion of assessment scores in teacher evaluations using 
the Value Added Model (VAM) will continue to be a heavily debated issue and 
further outreach will be needed to give teachers a thorough understanding 
of the calculation and purpose. The state will focus their efforts on ensuring 
teacher instruction mirrors the depth of the standards, supporting educators 
with item writing workshops that focus on developing their own classroom test 
items that meet the level of rigor of TNReady. SCORE is also recommending that 
state teacher preparation programs integrate information on evaluation, VAM 
methodology, and assessments into their curriculum so new teachers come to 
the classroom prepared with a thorough understanding of assessment policies 
and how to use data to improve their instruction.

RECOMMENDATIONS 
The collaborative work of TDOE and advocates should be looked to as a model by 
other states. As an increasing number of state advocates begin efforts to conduct 
similar work, we recommend they find guidance from these lessons learned in 
Tennessee: 

 • CENTER OUTREACH ON PROFESSIONAL LEARNING. Teachers 
do not want to be persuaded. Provide meaningful training 
on how teachers can use the test to inform their instruction 
and share information on questions, development, and 
blueprints. This will help them naturally see the value of 
the test and how it matches what they already do in the 
classroom, creating authentic support for the assessment.

 • USE AS MANY COMMUNICATION CHANNELS AS POSSIBLE. Engage 
existing networks of teachers and organizations that have direct 
relationships with teachers. The state-to-district channel does not 
always reach critical mass, so ensure that you are using other avenues 
including in-person events, email, and social and digital media. 

 • LEVERAGE A VARIETY OF TEACHER NETWORKS. Consider different 
types of networks, including reform-minded teacher advocacy 
groups (examples: National Network of State Teachers of the Year 
state chapters, Educators for Excellence, Hope Street Group, and Core 
Advocates). These networks have an organic distribution channel 
between teachers, and include teachers who are already knowledgeable 
in communications and advocacy and can serve as ambassadors for 
outreach efforts.
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 • BE PROACTIVE AND TRANSPARENT. Understand educator 
concerns surrounding the test, so you can acknowledge and 
address them before misinformation spreads. This will help 
focus messaging to teachers so that your communications 
and resources effectively alleviate concerns and correct 
misperceptions. Be honest and respond to any unresolved 
concerns and why they were not rectified. 

 • KEEP TEACHERS INFORMED AND ENGAGED. Communication 
and engagement should not be a one-and-done occurrence. 
For teachers to feel included in the assessment process, 
they need to be continuously informed and updated. Share 
assessment news and resources as they are available.

 • ENGAGE TEACHERS IN LEADING AND DECISION MAKING. 
Teachers are on the front lines of instruction and have the 
most at stake when it comes to the state test. Teachers know 
best what they want and need, and should be involved in 
leading in-person events and developing and distributing 
resources. They should also have a seat at the table when 
important decisions are being made. They offer a critical 
perspective on not only how assessment policies will 
implement students and classrooms, but also how their peers 
will react and respond to changes. 

Thank you to the current and former leadership at the Tennessee Department of 
Education, TN SCORE, and the Tennessee educators who took time to share their 
valuable experiences and insights about this work. 



The PIE Network's mission is to connect 
state-level education advocacy 

organizations with colleagues accross 
the country to amplify their voices and 

maximize their impact.

pie-network.org


