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Culturally Responsive Assessment in Classrooms and Large-Scale Contexts explores how 
scholars and professionals in educational measurement and assessment can use the unique 
cultural and social identities of students to shape assessment purpose, design, implementation, 
use, and validation processes. Despite the sheer diversity of student populations in the United 
States, the tools used to understand their performance and progress have not substantively 
changed in decades. Large-scale testing and related policies still privilege “culturally neutral” 
test content, standardization, and comparability. Classroom assessments often mimic these 
procedures, even though rich tasks and activities could easily be incorporated into curriculum 
and instruction to allow students to see themselves, their interests, communities, beliefs, and 
backgrounds represented and valued. This book collects the theory, research, and best practices 
that are essential to ensuring cultural responsiveness in classroom assessment and standardized 
testing procedures, policies, and practices. Chapters by assessment and measurement experts, 
along with scholars who are experts in sociocultural learning theory, philosophy of education, 
critical theories, multilingual education, and Indigenous education, summarize findings from 
existing research and suggest how future research can move classroom and industry practice as 
well as federal, state, and local policy forward.
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Reimagining the Future of Assessment  

that Honors Human Diversity
Carla M. Evans and Catherine S. Taylor

Why This Volume?

Students in the United States’s educational system are quite diverse. According to the Digest of 
Education Statistics (National Center for Education Statistics, 2024), there were almost 50 mil-
lion Pre-K to grade 12 public students in the 2021–2022 school year, and less than half of those 
students were White. We also know from the results of large-scale educational assessments, such 
as the National Assessment of Educational Progress and state-specific achievement tests, that 
there are performance gaps between White and non-White student groups that have persisted 
over time. If we believe that all students can learn and achieve high academic standards, then the 
systematic disparities in K-12 student performance are rooted in differential access to resources 
and opportunities to learn at a minimum. The question measurement scholars are becoming 
more and more aware of is how score differences may also be attributable to assessment devel-
opment and implementation practices. Even before the murders of George Floyd, Breeana Tay-
lor, and Rayshard Brooks in 2020, public consciousness of racial injustice has been growing. 
There has also been a natural questioning and reawakening of our collective awareness of the 
inequities in outcomes, access, and opportunities in our educational systems, including how 
educational measurement and assessment systems contribute to or reify existing inequalities.

Educational measurement has a troubled past, one that shows a lack of respect for the diversity of 
human characteristics. We see this most clearly in the history of intelligence testing and early meas-
urement scholars’ beliefs in Eugenics (Russell, 2023). Early measurement specialists (Galton, Ter-
man, Spearman) designed and analyzed intelligence tests based on these beliefs, which were carried 
over to achievement testing. Recently, influential authors in the measurement field have raised a 
clarion call for interrogating our current measurement and assessment practices based on questions 
about biased test design, review processes, scoring, and post hoc analytical policies, practices, and 
processes (Dixon-Román, 2020; Randall, 2021; Russell, 2023). As with any other social policy and 
practice, educational measurement can continue to be used to reify existing unjust and racist sys-
tems and structures, or it can be used to actively disrupt such systems and structures (Kendi, 2019).

The purpose of this edited volume is to help educational measurement and assessment spe-
cialists, researchers, practitioners, policymakers, and users explore a reimagined future where 
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the unique cultural and social identities of students shape assessment purpose, design, imple-
mentation, use, and validation processes. The phrase “cultural and social identities” is inten-
tionally broad and inclusive. Just as the word “culture” itself is multifaceted, dynamic, fluid, 
and changing (Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development [OECD], 2016), so 
too are people’s identities. In other words, this book is about more than just racial or ethnic 
diversity and how that interacts with assessment. This book is about human diversity in all of 
its forms and how diversity interacts with assessment.

The chapter authors use theory, research, and practice to explore key issues and possible 
solutions within classroom assessment and large-scale standardized testing contexts. There 
are chapters by assessment and measurement experts, as well as scholars and practitioners 
with expertise in sociocultural learning theory, philosophy of education, critical theories, 
multilingual education, and Indigenous education. The chapters differ somewhat in terms 
of length and the depth with which topics are discussed. We see this as an expected outcome 
of bringing together a wide variety of authors from different disciplinary perspectives. The 
authors summarize what is known from previous research, what is currently being explored, 
and what future research is needed to move measurement and assessment policy and practice 
forward in the shorter and longer term with the aim of ensuring cultural responsiveness in 
assessment.

One feature of this volume is the inclusion of commentators for each section. Commenta-
tors were solicited due to their recognized expertise and experience in the field of culturally 
responsive assessment. Commentators provide a critical lens on the chapters included in this 
volume and the larger field of culturally responsive assessment. They do an excellent job of 
highlighting themes and tensions across the chapters in their section and filling in any gaps that 
may not have been addressed by the individual chapters. For this reason, we strongly encour-
age every reader to read not only the individual chapters in each section but also the commen-
tator chapter(s) as readers will benefit from doing so with a more complete understanding than 
reading any chapter as a stand-alone requiem on the topic.

Positionality Statement

We, the editors of this volume, are White women who have held different positions of power 
and privilege in our professional careers. We are aware of our positionality as White scholars 
and practitioners in this space and, as such, are not seeking to question the rich tradition of 
scholarship related to culture, language, human diversity, pluralism, and testing from those 
who have come before us. Rather, our goal is to highlight, summarize, and extend this schol-
arship to the field of educational measurement and assessment to support changes so that all 
students’ ways of knowing and being are reflected in large-scale and classroom assessment 
policies, practices, and processes.

Background on Culturally Responsive Assessment

The first use of the term “culturally responsive assessment” that we could locate in the scholarly 
literature in the field of education was in the 1998 special issue of The Journal of Negro Educa-
tion. In the introduction and overview of that special issue, Stafford Hood (1998b) explained 
that the idea for the special issue emerged from a symposium at the 1997 annual meeting of the 
American Educational Research Association. The symposium focused on

preliminary discussion on building bridges between culturally responsive pedagogy and 
performance-based assessments. The panelists felt that it was necessary for us to “think out 
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loud” and engage in professional discourse about whether the notion of culturally respon-
sive pedagogy could be manifested in such testing.

(Hood, 1998a, p. 184)

It was, after all, only a couple of years after Gloria Ladson-Billings published two trailblaz-
ing articles about culturally relevant pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 1995b, 1995a), which encom-
passes three components: academic achievement, cultural competence, and sociopolitical or 
critical consciousness. Gloria Ladson-Billings was one of the panelists in the 1997 symposium 
along with Stafford Hood and other authors whose work was then featured in the special issue 
(Boodoo, 1998; Hood, 1998a; Lee, 1998; Qualls, 1998; Smith-Maddox, 1998).

Yet, questions and concerns about the implications of human diversity and culture on the 
design, implementation, and validation of educational assessments have been raised in the 
scholarly literature since the early 1940s, although it wasn’t called “culturally responsive assess-
ment.” For example, just before World War II, psychologists debated intelligence tests and 
challenged prevalent hereditary ideas, exploring different factors that account for differences 
in intelligence—including cultural bias in test items (Eels et al., 1951). Eells presented his view 
that “variations in opportunity for familiarity with specific cultural words, objects or processes 
required for answering the test items seem to the writer . . . the most adequate general expla-
nation for most of the findings” (cited in Sargent, 1952, p. 209–210). Edmund Gordon (1977) 
recounts the history of this line of research and explains why “culture-free” IQ testing was 
ultimately deemed impossible because of normative testing approaches that worked at cross 
purposes with accurate inferences about minority student group performance.

During the Civil Rights Movement of the 1950s and 1960s, attention was once again turned 
to the “the inappropriateness of standardized tests for the assessment of minority group mem-
bers” (Gordon, 1977, p. 3). Psychometricians during this time would routinely “add five to 15 
points to the scores of minority subjects to compensate for the assumed artificial depression 
in test scores resulting from the inappropriateness of the test” (Gordon, 1977, p. 3). However, 
arbitrarily inflating test scores did not address the underlying issue or solve the cultural divide 
between the test content, design, and development and the lived experiences of minority stu-
dent groups. Therefore, the practice was ultimately abandoned. By the early 1970s, some were 
calling for a moratorium on the use of standardized tests for minority student groups (Gordon, 
1977). Yet, standardized testing practices have continued unchanged, even though questions 
about the impact of culture on testing continued (Miller-Jones, 1989).

There is also a long line of research on issues related to multicultural assessment (Stobart, 
2005) and cross-cultural assessment for Indigenous students around the world (Castagno & 
Brayboy, 2008; Klenowski, 2009; Kūkea Shultz & Englert, 2023; McCarty & Lee, 2014; Nelson-
Barber & Trumbull, 2007; Preston & Claypool, 2021). In the United States, concerns about the 
validity, reliability, and fairness of standardized test results for Indigenous students led to the 
provision in the 1988 Indian Education Act of “a program of research and development to pro-
vide accurate and culturally specific assessment instruments to measure student performance 
in cooperation with Tribes and Alaska Native entities” (Chavers & Locke, 1989, p. 18–19). Elise 
Trumbull (formerly Elise Estrin) and Sharon Nelson-Barber have raised important questions 
and discussed key issues in cross-cultural assessment pertaining to American Indian and Alaska 
Native students since the mid-1990s (Estrin & Nelson-Barber, 1995; Nelson-Barber & Trum-
bull, 2007; Trumbull et al., 2015; Trumbull & Nelson-Barber, 2019). For example, Trumbull 
and Nelson-Barber argue, along with others, that it is impossible to make accurate inferences 
about what students know and can do without considering students’ language and culture 
(Mislevy, 2018; Nortvedt et al., 2020; Preston & Claypool, 2021; Kūkea Shultz & Englert, 2021; 
Solano-Flores, 2011; Solano-Flores & Nelson-Barber, 2001).
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Behind the scenes in these discussions about assessment in the context of culture are histori-
cal developments in educational measurement, learning sciences, and pedagogy. For example, 
concerns and questions about the accuracy and appropriateness of norm-referenced testing—
where student achievement is compared to other students—began in the 1960s and 1970s, 
which led to a movement towards criterion-referenced testing since that time—where student 
achievement is compared against performance criteria (Glaser, 1963; Hambleton et al., 1978; 
Popham & Husek, 1969). Additionally, advances in our understanding of how people learn 
highlight the disconnect between test design and sociocultural and socio-cognitive theories 
of learning and cognition (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2018; 
National Research Council, 2000, 2001). Our better understanding of how people learn and 
understand, as well as the increased complexity of learning goals or academic standards, chal-
lenges the appropriateness and adequacy of “one-for-all” standardized testing for high-stakes 
accountability purposes.

Related to theories of learning and cognition, there is an important history and context 
behind the development and theory of culturally responsive education and other associated 
concepts (e.g., culturally relevant education, culturally sustaining education), which many of 
the chapter authors highlight or discuss. We refer interested readers to the following starter 
readings: Aronson & Laughter, 2016; Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 2014; Paris, 2012; and Paris & 
Alim, 2014.

State of the Field: The Need for This Edited Volume

The current conversation around culturally responsive assessment builds from these historical 
foundations in various ways. Scholars and researchers often question the language, content, 
format, administration, scoring, and/or use of large-scale and classroom assessments based on 
the diverse, pluralistic, and multicultural society in which we live. As others have said previ-
ously, there are difficult technical, developmental, conceptual, and other challenges to both 
understand and operationalize culture in the context of assessment (Bennett, 2023; Gordon, 
1992; Poe et al., 2023; Sireci, 2020; Taylor, 2022). There are also racist and oppressive systems 
and policies that infiltrate every part of society, including educational measurement and assess-
ment (Dixon-Román, 2020; Randall, 2021; Russell, 2023).

As signaled in the preceding section, there are a plethora of terms and meanings appearing 
in the scholarly literature related to the influence of culture, lived experiences, and language 
on student assessment. The plethora of terms and meanings reflects the complexity of the 
problem and the necessary contextualized nature of assessment that reflects culture. A sam-
ple of terms used in the measurement and assessment literature within the last few years 
include culturally responsive assessment (Evans, 2023; Nortvedt et al., 2020; Walker et al., 
2023), culturally relevant assessment (O’Dwyer et al., 2023), culturally sustaining assess-
ment (Kūkea Shultz & Englert, 2023), culturally and socially responsible assessment (Taylor, 
2022), anti-racist assessment (Randall, 2021; Randall & Poe, 2021), socioculturally respon-
sive assessment (Bennett, 2023), and so on. There is not one set definition of any of these 
terms from a teaching and learning perspective (Aronson & Laughter, 2016; Franco et al., 
2023), let alone as applied to student assessment. Additionally, there is little to no agreement 
on principles or paradigms that can be used to ensure the vision and goals of any selected 
term are operationalized in large-scale and classroom assessment design, implementation, or 
validation in consistent and similar ways. For example, in a recent systematic review of the 
research on the quantitative measurement of culturally responsive practice, the researchers 
noted that a “challenge in the field continues to be that the terminology related to culturally 
responsive practice is so expansive and often changes, which can prevent researchers and 
practitioners from identifying the instruments that would be most useful or theoretically 
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aligned” (Franco et al., 2023). The lack of clear and consistent terminology leads to the 
jingle-jangle fallacy—an erroneous belief that two different things are the same because they 
share the same name (jingle fallacy) or two identical or almost identical things are different 
because they are labeled differently (jangle fallacy) (Kelley, 1927).

If the larger educational research field has not yet settled on common definitions or theo-
retical frameworks for the plethora of terms related to culturally responsive education, we 
should not expect the educational measurement and assessment field to be at a place at this 
moment in time where there is consensus or shared approaches to defining what constitutes 
culturally responsive assessment and how it should be applied in practice. With others, we 
acknowledge that the lack of shared understandings and clear definitions is a challenge and 
stumbling block to moving policy and practice forward. If researchers and scholars are not 
using the same terms in the same way, then it is difficult to create future lines of research to 
examine what is effective, for whom, under what conditions, and why. Additionally, because 
assessment should be coherent with curriculum and instruction, we recognize the larger 
need for shared definitions across the educational research and measurement fields, which 
is no easy feat. We believe that the field needs a broad overview of how these terms are being 
defined and operationalized at this moment in time—a state of the field—to help support 
continued conversations that lead to shared understandings and drive distinct, even if some-
what related, lines of research.

Our Approach to Definitional Issues

Based in the previous discussion, it should come as no surprise that our approach as editors 
has not been to define culturally responsive assessment or other related terms for our authors. 
We thought such a top-down approach was inappropriate given our positionality and did not 
serve to describe the current state of the field. Rather, we view this book as an opportunity to 
explore how a sample of researchers and scholars who are actively doing work related to cul-
turally responsive assessment are defining and operationalizing the term or other terms they 
may employ (e.g., anti-racist assessment, culturally relevant assessment, culturally sustaining 
assessment). Our approach was to ask each of the chapter authors to select terms and define 
their meanings carefully.

Continuum of Culturally Responsive Assessment Meanings

We noticed early on in our review of the chapters in this volume that the jingle-jangle fallacy 
(discussed in the previous section) was present across the way authors used terms in this vol-
ume. To help our readers make sense of what they are reading, we created a figure that illus-
trates the continuum of meanings typically found behind the various terms used in this edited 
volume. Figure 1.1 shows how authors’ work tends to fall along a continuum from representing 
culturally responsive assessment as meaning inclusivity and engagement at the minimum to 
taking informed action for social justice at the maximum. The terms in the figure are briefly 
defined below.

Inclusivity and Engagement

Assessments that engage students through multiple means of engagement, representation, 
expression and/or action (e.g., applying principles of Universal Design for Learning to assess-
ment). Assessments that use contexts or scenarios that students may find familiar, interesting, 
or engaging (e.g., music, art, sports).
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Representation and Exposure

Assessments where students either (a) see themselves, their communities, and cultures repre-
sented in some form or fashion or (b) are exposed to other cultures’ lived experiences, concep-
tions, and belief systems in the items/tasks, stimulus materials, and/or images. Representation 
and exposure sometimes focus on surface-level features of culture (e.g., food, fashion, festivities).

Perspective Taking

Assessments that require students to explain how an issue, problem, or scenario may be per-
ceived or viewed from different cultural perspectives. Perspective-taking requires students to 
possess a level of cultural competence wherein students understand, research, or surmise about 
different cultural beliefs and how they differ from their own. Here, cultural competence is 
defined as knowing one’s own culture and at least one other. Cultural competence requires 
students to understand how culture affects expected norms, ways of being and knowing in the 
world, etc.

Taking Informed Action

Assessments that include contexts or scenarios that identify social justice or community issues. 
Students must apply their disciplinary content knowledge and skills to address those issues 
by planning for or taking informed action (e.g., addressing food insecurity, scarcity, or food 
deserts; creating solutions to local homelessness; rising costs of medical care, prescription 
medications, or affordable housing). Chapter authors who implicitly or explicitly operational-
ize culturally responsive assessment as “Taking Informed Action” tend to focus on the critical 
consciousness aspects of the larger educational movement. Critical consciousness is defined 
here as the extent to which the assessment accounts for the systemic oppression of marginal-
ized people in our country and takes action against those oppressive elements (Freire, 2000).

Figure 1.1  Continuum of Terms Related to Culturally Responsive Assessment Reflected in this Volume: 
From Inclusivity to Action
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Chapter Authors’ Use of Culturally Responsive Assessment Meanings

Some chapter authors define and operationalize culturally responsive assessment using two or 
more of these meanings. This approach represents a tacit understanding that the continuum 
is more of a step ladder where an assessment that requires students to take informed action 
also requires students to be able to see an issue from multiple perspectives and is designed so 
that multiple cultures are represented and inclusivity and engagement are maximized. Yet, 
on the other hand, an assessment intended to maximize inclusivity and engagement using 
principles of Universal Design for Learning does not necessarily also include perspective-
taking or require students to take informed action. This understanding is roughly congruent 
with broader understandings about the relationship between culturally sustaining pedagogy 
and Universal Design for Learning (Alim et al., 2017; Waitoller & Thorius, 2016), as well as 
culturally sustaining assessment and its relationship with culturally responsive, relevant, and 
sensitive assessment (Evans, 2021).

Additionally, some chapter authors discuss culturally responsive assessment from a systems 
perspective. In particular, the two chapters that focus on Native Hawaiian assessment systems 
(Englert and Kūkea Shultz—large scale assessment Section 2; Keehne, Kelling, and Awo-Chun—
classroom-level assessment Section 3) illustrate how, at minimum, every assessment within a 
culturally responsive assessment system should be designed so that all students can show what 
they know and can do because the assessment is designed with inclusivity and engagement in 
mind. However, not every assessment within an assessment system—from informal probes of 
student thinking to more formal standardized assessments—will necessarily require students to 
take informed action or explain an issue from multiple perspectives. As these two sets of chapter 
authors show, an assessment system perspective may be a useful framework for thinking about 
the implementation of culturally responsive assessment in the future.

Overview of Contributions from the Chapters in This Volume

Section 1: Culturally Responsive Assessment: Theoretical Foundations and Concepts

The chapters in Section 1 of this volume discuss the theoretical and conceptual foundations 
of culturally responsive assessment. This section of the book is wide in scope and diverse 
in perspectives. Coppens and Kelley’s chapter opens this section by framing culturally 
responsive assessment as an integration of sociocultural approaches to learning and assess-
ment. This exposition is important because it challenges what might be tacit assumptions 
about the relationship between learning theory and assessment design, implementation, 
and use processes. The next chapter by Nakkula and Toshalis explores one key concept 
underpinning culturally responsive assessment, which is that the ways we assess student 
performance impact student engagement in school and overall student achievement moti-
vation. The authors emphasize the importance of student choice, voice, affirmation, and 
belonging as critical to understanding the roots of student engagement and motivation. 
Recommendations from this chapter locate culturally responsive assessment as the key to 
improving student engagement, motivation, and academic achievement. In the next chap-
ter, Thompson and Erickson zoom out and provide a philosophical perspective on educa-
tional assessment generally: what it is and ought to be to ensure equity and fairness across 
diverse cultural contexts. They shed light on the normative judgments embedded in assess-
ment tools and processes and assert that assessment processes operate within a non-ideal 
social context where there are intricate webs of historical injustices, systemic biases, and 
cultural nuances that shape educational outcomes. This chapter helps us further understand 
and explore how assessments are not as neutral as they might seem and carry many implicit 
assumptions about individuals’ capabilities and potentials.
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The next three chapters provide a critical lens on current test data analysis, validation, and 
use practices and how these practices can be reshaped so they support the ultimate goals of cul-
turally responsive assessments—equity and social justice. Love’s chapter presents Quantitative 
Critical Race Theory (QuantCrit) as a theoretical framework that can be used to guide quan-
titative and psychometric analysis intended to contribute to efforts of equity and social justice 
using data from culturally responsive assessments. This chapter provides important insights 
into the types of validity evidence and argumentation that should be conducted to support, 
rather than work at cross purposes with, a justice-oriented use of culturally responsive assess-
ments. Lyons, Oliveri, and Poe’s chapter continues this call for an approach to educational 
measurement that explicitly prioritizes the aims of advancing social justice. They introduce 
a framework for justice-oriented assessment use to evaluate the appropriateness of proposed 
uses of educational assessments within culturally and linguistically diverse societies. Lane and 
Marion then present their perspective on how an argument-based approach to validation 
research provides a mechanism for attending to the validity of score interpretations and uses 
for students with diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds. They propose an interpretation 
and use argument and validity argument for culturally responsive assessments, drawing on 
insights from validity theorists, situated learning theories, and principled assessment design 
practices. This chapter challenges prevailing notions about validity and argues that interpreta-
tion and use arguments and validity arguments for assessments must be shaped to account 
for the cultural diversity in the student population. Together, these chapters contribute to a 
growing discourse on the role educational measurement can play in both perpetuating and 
disrupting systems of oppression in pluralistic and multicultural societies. Section 1 ends with 
a commentary by Solano-Flores on the chapters therein, in which he discusses the theoretical 
underpinnings of culturally responsive assessment—particularly the social nature of cognition 
and learning and how such notions intersect with fairness and social justice considerations.

Section 2: Implications of Culturally Responsive Assessment for  
Large-Scale Assessment Practices

The chapters in Section 2 of the volume constitute a set of examples about how the differ-
ent authors have thought about and operationalized the implications of culturally responsive 
assessment for large-scale assessment practices. There are more practical resources in Section 3 
in the context of classroom assessment, which may reflect where we are as a field in terms of 
the challenges and limitations of our understanding of culturally responsive assessment within 
the context of large-scale assessment.

Taylor and Ferrara’s chapter opens this section by presenting an examination of measure-
ment practices in large-scale testing. They identify ways in which test development and psycho-
metric processes can result in assessments that are not relevant to the lived experiences of many 
students. To do so, they examine each aspect of the assessment development process, includ-
ing construct definition, specifications, item writing, test construction, item analysis, and scale 
development to reveal practices that introduce unintended bias into these assessments. Taylor 
and Ferrara’s chapter foregrounds the need for additional development and investigation into 
new psychometric models that are designed with the intent of supporting culturally responsive 
approaches to large-scale assessment rather than retrofitting traditional psychometric models. 
Current psychometric models focus on the construction of numeric scales that can be used to 
measure and compare. While these models served the purposes of Eugenics quite well, rank 
ordering people by race and “proving” hereditarian beliefs about intelligence, they were not 
built for an education system where all students are expected to achieve high standards. New 
models would pave the way for assessment focused on what successful performance looks like 
and for making fair, valid, and comparable claims for all students and student groups.



Reimagining Future of Assessment that Honors Human Diversity  •  9

The next two chapters focus on specific testing contexts and provide useful examples of 
how the authors’ definitions of culturally responsive assessment are currently being applied 
in similar and different ways to large-scale assessment practices in these settings. Englert and 
Kūkea Shultz’s chapter highlights a development process that is grounded in the culture and 
worldview of students using a Native language assessment as an example. They contend that 
for an assessment to reflect cultural relevancy, there needs to be a critical interrogation of its 
foundations, theory of action, and purpose. They argue this cannot be accomplished except 
through partnerships with communities. In the next chapter, Slomp, Oliveri, and Poe dem-
onstrate the application of a framework they created and have refined over time to support 
the design of culturally sustaining assessment programs. They use a case study detailing the 
development of a scenario-based writing assessment program and what they learned through 
multiple iterations over time.

Next, White, Nesbitt, Roeters-Solano, Quesen, Lottridge, and Lochbaum provide a crit-
ical examination of the assumptions underlying the scoring of spoken and written tasks in 
large-scale assessments. The authors focus on the experiences, values, and identities of histori-
cally underrepresented students. They emphasize that the fairness and validity of constructed 
response scores depend on decisions made at each step in the process such as item develop-
ment, rubric development, the selection of anchor and training papers, and rater selection. 
Additionally, they stress the significance of considering the underlying context and cultural 
assumptions that inform both human and automated scoring processes. Section 2 concludes 
with two commentaries—one by Au and the other by Mislevy. Au compares the culturally 
responsive assessment approaches discussed in the chapters with multicultural education. He 
also raises important questions about how culturally responsive assessment could reify ste-
reotypes and provides a critical perspective on the large-scale testing enterprise and positivist 
objectivity in relation to the goals of culturally responsive assessment. Mislevy organizes his 
comments from the perspective of educational assessment as an evidentiary argument and then 
discusses cross-cutting themes and insights from across the chapters.

Section 3: Implications of Culturally Responsive Assessment for  
Classroom Assessment Practices

The chapters in Section  3 of the volume focus on the implications of culturally responsive 
education for classroom assessment practices. Middleton and Haynes’s chapter opens this 
section of the book by discussing the similarities and differences between culturally relevant 
and culturally responsive pedagogies. They then present a variant of ecological systems theory 
to provide a lens through which to view the development of culturally responsive practices in 
educational settings. The chapter provides suggestions and recommendations for educators 
on how to integrate culturally responsive practices into their educational frameworks, thereby 
promoting equity and excellence in education for all students. The next chapter from Keehne, 
Kelling, and Awo-Chun provides a complementary lens and shows how an ecological and 
systems approach to educational change was designed and implemented in a network of cul-
turally grounded charter schools in Hawai‘i. They describe the creation of culturally responsive 
assessment tools that manifest the power of the individual school missions and the collective 
advocacy of the schools. The chapter concludes with implications for this work on policies and 
assessment systems in a wider context, which can inform others who are attempting to enact 
change at the systems level.

The next two chapters address the implications of culturally responsive assessment for spe-
cific assessment processes that occur within classrooms—namely, formative assessment and 
grading practices. Furtak and Deverel-Rico explain how culturally responsive approaches to 
science teaching encourage us to consider how classroom assessment—both in its design and 
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enactment—can create space for learners to make connections with their prior experiences as 
they make sense of phenomena that are interesting to them and relevant to their lives. They 
examine the enactments of two phenomenon-based high school biology formative assessment 
tasks to understand the ways in which variations in teachers’ responsiveness to student ideas 
through their classroom practices can enable students’ learning. This research highlights the 
interconnectedness between formative assessment processes and instructional strategies in 
the classroom. Brookhart and Chism combine insights from two areas of research—research 
about the relationship between culture and pedagogy and research about grading practices—to 
provide and support recommendations about equitable and culturally relevant grading prac-
tices. They provide practical suggestions to teachers about how to apply their insights and 
create conditions where students receive grades that reflect their academic achievement. The 
next chapter addresses culturally responsive assessment from a completely different perspec-
tive because it focuses on the assessment of students’ behavior in classrooms rather than aca-
demic assessments.

All preceding chapters in this volume have focused on academic assessments. However, 
this volume includes a chapter on behavioral assessment and how that interacts with cultur-
ally responsive academic assessment. Brown, Matute-Chavarria, and Morris explain the 
disproportionate identification of Black students for disciplinary referrals, suspensions, and 
special education because of the mis-assessment of the behaviors of these students. They frame 
the issue using research and then delve into recommendations for supporting the culturally 
responsive assessment of Black students’ behavior. This is an important topic for two primary 
reasons. First, assessments of students’ behaviors are routinely incorporated into teachers’ 
thinking as they facilitate learning, provide students with opportunities to learn, and assign 
grades. Second, this chapter expands the boundaries of what educational measurement and 
assessment experts and others should consider when interrogating how students’ unique cul-
tural and social identities shape all assessment processes, including behavior assessments. Sec-
tion 3 concludes with two commentaries—one by Nelson-Barber and Trumbull and the other 
by Diaz-Bilello. Nelson-Barber and Trumbull identify themes across the chapters related 
to culturally responsive assessment and then suggest an additional topic or theme that they 
believe is critical but not addressed in the chapters—the role of language in the assessment 
process. Diaz-Bilello contextualizes her remarks in the context of how culturally responsive 
assessment can strengthen classroom activity systems, the need for practical implications of 
the ideas given the district locus of control over the instructional work in schools, and areas for 
future development needed.

Conclusion

We invite you to lean into the complexity of these issues and the confusion around terms with 
us. We don’t anticipate you will agree with everything that is said in this edited volume or that 
all of your questions will be answered about culturally responsive assessment from a theo-
retical/conceptual standpoint or how the theory/concept is applied in large-scale or classroom 
assessment contexts. However, we urged the chapter authors to substantiate their arguments 
and claims with reasons and evidence. We invite you into this conversation and ask for you 
to do the same. Although the state of the field is currently dispersed in terms of how terms are 
being used and operationalized in practice, this does not eliminate the educational measure-
ment and assessment community’s responsibility to respond to and wrestle with the complex 
realities of students’ contextual, cultural, and linguistic pluralism. For decades, scholars have 
questioned the validity of classroom and large-scale assessments for students from diverse cul-
tural and social backgrounds. This book represents the best thinking of scholars and research-
ers at this time. We hope it will encourage educational measurement and assessment specialists 
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to work toward common definitions (even if they represent a range of ideas as in Figure 1.1) 
and to continue and expand research on effective, fair, and valid culturally responsive assess-
ment tools and practices.
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Building from Sociocultural Learning Theory to Culturally Responsive Assessment

The main purpose of this chapter is to articulate key features of sociocultural theories of 
learning and to position them in relation to the conceptualization, design, and use of class-
room assessment practices. Although our discussion of sociocultural learning theory and its 
implications for culturally responsive assessment focuses mostly on classroom assessment 
practices, many of the implications of sociocultural learning theory also extend to large-scale 
educational assessment.

It will be helpful to state our view on relations between learning and assessment early and 
clearly, which is firmly rooted in sociocultural assumptions: learning and assessment are 
distinguishable but also inseparable and co-dependent processes in any educational activity 
(including large-scale assessment involving direct student participation). By co-dependent, we 
mean that assessment cannot take place without students learning to take part and learning as 
they take part in assessments. Similarly, learning cannot take place without the contribution of 
some form of assessment in supporting knowledge acquisition, motivation, and other related 
processes.

Conventionally, “learning” and “assessment” are terms signaling different activities in edu-
cational spaces. Learning, for example, is the ostensible purpose of teachers’ and students’ work 
together, and there are many ways to organize curricular activities to promote and support stu-
dent learning (e.g., discussions, content presentations, collaborative group work). Assessment, 
again conventionally, refers to activities and processes designed to determine whether and to 
what extent learning has occurred (e.g., tests, quizzes, test-like questioning).1 By contrast, a 
baseline contribution of sociocultural learning theory is that both within activities designed 
for learning and within activities designed for assessment, learning and assessment are pre-
sent, active, and interwoven processes. Both are essential to the functioning of each activity 
(see Rogoff & Mejía-Arauz, [2022] for two contrasting cultural models of learning integrating 
assessment as a core process).

Due to institutional conventions regarding what formally “counts” as assessment activity 
in schools, this deep relation and interpenetration between learning and assessment may be 
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more obvious in informal ways of organizing learning (e.g., in socially collaborative work 
endeavors or play), where “assessment occurs in support of contributing to the activity, not 
for external purposes” (Rogoff et al., 2016, p. 360; see also Callanan et al., 2011). However, 
the lack of recognition of the pervasive role of assessment processes in all ways of organ-
izing learning creates problems. As has been argued and documented at length, the hidden-
in-plain-sight presence of learning-in-assessment and assessment-in-learning can make tacit 
social norms and trajectories for growth unnecessarily opaque, especially for students from 
marginalized or underrepresented cultural backgrounds (e.g., Delpit, 1995; Gutiérrez et al., 
1995; Philips, 1983).

For example, Mehan (1979) and Cazden (1988) used sociocultural sensibility, as well as eth-
nographic methods, to “see” assessment in the form of IRE discourse deeply embedded in talk 
occurring during classroom activities and interactions designed for learning. They described 
a pervasive form of assessment embedded in everyday classroom talk between teachers and 
students: The I-R-E interaction sequence in which a teacher initiates interaction with students 
with a test-like known-answer question, seeks a reply that demonstrates students’ knowledge, 
and then evaluates the reply, often with contingent reinforcements such as “good” (positive) or 
“does anyone else know the answer?” (negative). In classrooms where this practice is common, 
students’ competent and willing participation in this discourse pattern is crucial to the valid-
ity of teachers’ understanding of students’ knowledge as well as to their appraisals of student 
behavior (e.g., cooperative, defiant, etc.).

The IRE classroom discourse pattern—at once a learning and an assessment practice—is 
well known and continues to be pervasive (Mehan & Cazden, 2015), as do its behaviorist moti-
vational assumptions more generally. Although the IRE sequence is rarely taught to students 
explicitly, learning it and being willing to take part in it is a prerequisite to being seen and posi-
tioned as knowledgeable in such interactions. Relatedly, teachers deploy IRE and similar forms 
of talk as a means of organizing classroom interactions that are ostensibly about learning but 
that also reinforce control and asymmetrical power relations between teachers and students 
(see Paradise et al., 2014). Deployment of assessment practices is a significant political act in 
and beyond classrooms that has consequences for student equity. For this reason, the connec-
tion of assessment practices to a theory that can account for variation in cultural processes for 
learning across social groups is crucial. The sophistication of how sociocultural learning theory 
accounts for “context” can permit just this kind of connection.

Metaphorically, we think of the relation between learning and assessment as sourdough 
bread, which consists of mere flour, water, yeast, and salt. Outside of bread-making, these four 
ingredients are obviously distinct and separable. Yet, nutritionally speaking, their separation is 
a problem: Although each ingredient is essential to making bread, none can sustain human life 
on their own. The process of bread-making reorganizes their relations into a supraordinate unit 
of analysis (Cole, 1995) in which each must be understood in terms of other ingredients and 
in terms of a larger whole. Salt, for example, improves flavor but is also entailed in the proper 
regulation of fermentation. Similarly, yeast-driven fermentation “unlocks” the nutritional 
potential of flour. We offer (and have found in our research and teaching) that understanding 
sociocultural perspectives on learning involves a paradigm shift that often strays off the mark 
on this point: understanding learning in terms of activity-level relations among different com-
ponents—in short, seeing learning as bread (see Rogoff, 2003 for a detailed discussion).

Underdevelopment in the understanding of relations between learning and assessment 
characterizes significant portions of educational theory and research. For example, the rela-
tively recent National Academies consensus report How People Learn II (HPL II) (National 
Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2018) adopted an explicit sociocultural 
perspective on learning. Yet just nine pages of HPL II were written with a focus on classroom 
assessment, and assessment was not a part of the forward-looking research agenda advanced 
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in the report. A  separate National Research Council report, Knowing What Students Know 
(Pellegrino et al., 2001), focuses on the assessment of student learning. To be sure, we applaud 
the contributions of the HPL II report, which, for example, includes a conclusion consistent 
with the aims of this chapter: “When grounded in well-defined models of learning, assessment 
information can be used to identify and subsequently narrow the gap between current and 
desired levels of students’ learning and performance” (National Academies of Sciences, Engi-
neering, and Medicine, 2018, p. 7). Nonetheless, such an imbalance may inadvertently advance 
a common view that assessment is an important but distinct process from learning (i.e., an 
assessment of learning view) rather than a perspective more closely aligned with sociocultural 
theory that assessment is a deep and essential aspect of the architecture of learning itself (i.e., 
an assessment in learning view).

The rest of this chapter is organized as follows. We first outline an overarching view of soci-
ocultural theories of learning, a necessarily brief discussion. We offer justifications for taking 
up a sociocultural perspective on learning, highlighting its advantages for situating learning as 
more than an individual process of growth and knowledge accumulation and thereby permit-
ting the inclusion of relational, institutional, historical, and political processes. We then outline 
an important sub-feature of sociocultural learning theory—artifact mediation—and discuss its 
implications for classroom assessment. Last, we discuss the degree to which formative assess-
ment can be viewed as a socioculturally informed approach, as is commonly assumed.

What Is a Thoroughly Sociocultural View of Learning?

L. S. Vygotsky was a Soviet psychological scientist who is likely most associated with sociocul-
tural perspectives on learning. Vygotsky’s work was a radically creative alchemy of Darwin and 
Marx, aiming to theorize the origins of human psychological functioning in the material reali-
ties and histories of community social life (see Daniels et al. [2007] and Newman & Holzman, 
[1993] for excellent discussions). His contributions continue to inspire contemporary social 
science theory in and beyond psychology (e.g., Cole, 1996; Nasir et al., 2020). Nonetheless, 
although sociocultural theories of learning are rooted in the contributions of Vygotsky and his 
students, many aspects of them have been further developed, reworked, and even refuted in 
the 90 years since Vygotsky’s death in 1934. Vygotsky died prematurely of tuberculosis at the 
age of 37, so even his own writing contained underdeveloped theoretical features. Moreover, 
Vygotsky, like any of us, wrote with the aim of contributing to the issues of his own time and 
place, which, at least in terms of his primary texts, are the proper context for interpreting their 
meaning.

A good example is the notion of learning as “internalization.” Vygotsky’s core insight was 
to locate the origin of knowledge in the social and cultural world; however, internalization as a 
mechanism of learning and cognitive development is problematic in its reification of dualities 
such as internal/external, mind/body, and individual/social (Packer, 1993). Vygotsky’s early 
notion of learning as internalization contradicts more recent commitments to theorizing the 
mind as mutually constituted by both individual and societal/cultural processes (Rogoff, 2003). 
Contemporary sociocultural learning theory conceptualizes learning as a fundamentally social 
and shared endeavor patterned via individuals’ engagement in cultural and institutional prac-
tices. We later discuss the learning-as-social-practice perspective.

This path of evolution in thinking regarding mechanisms of learning in sociocultural theory 
can be recapitulated by someone new to its concepts and assumptions, a helpful guide as sev-
eral of its features (such as mutual constituting relations between individual and cultural pro-
cesses) and histories (such as its roots in Soviet psychology) can seem more complex than, for 
example, cognitivist alternatives. Educators can also be guided in understanding sociocultural 
learning theory by the dilemmas they may encounter in practice despite much educational 
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discourse being rooted in pervasive cognitivist metaphors. For example, an internalization 
view of learning assumes that known information or skills are located “internal” to individu-
als, reducing the task of assessment to elicitation and performance measurement. Yet, many 
classroom teachers can readily identify students for whom this elicitation and measurement 
process is not straightforward—students who consistently demonstrate more extensive skills 
and knowledge in collaborative, practical activities than in individualized testing. The intracta-
ble assessment dilemma that the example of this student creates—“Is the problem with the test 
or with the student’s understanding?”—is rooted in an assumption of learning as internalized 
knowledge and personal know-how. Sociocultural learning theory provides an alternative path.

Sociocultural as a “Family” of Varying Commitments

At present, the term sociocultural does not refer to a single or unified theory of learning but 
rather to a “family” (Cole, 2005) of varying commitments to understanding both what learning 
is and what kinds of processes or factors are necessary to consider when researching or design-
ing for learning. Although this plurality has advantages, we believe the term sociocultural has 
been overapplied, often used in reference to any consideration of contextual processes thought 
to “influence,” “impact,” or have an “effect on” learning processes internal to and primary in 
individuals. As an example of the varied use of the term, in 2020, the Society for Research in 
Child Development (SRCD) announced a Sociocultural Policy requiring authors to disclose:

(1) the dates of data collection (if applicable); (2) the theoretically relevant characteristics 
of the particular sample studied, for example, but not limited to: race/ethnicity, socio-
economic status, language, sexual orientation, gender identity (inclusive of non-binary 
options), religion, generation, family characteristics; and (3) the place(s) from which that 
sample was drawn, including country, region, city, neighborhood, school, etc. and all other 
context variables that are relevant to the focus of the publication. (https://www.srcd.org/
news/new-sociocultural-policy-enacted-across-all-srcd-journals)

We strongly support the spirit of this policy, like many SRCD members. However, it is difficult 
to reconcile what “sociocultural” means in the context of this policy statement from the leading 
international professional society on childhood learning and development and the following 
statement from a leader in the development of sociocultural theory:

key theoretical insights that inform sociocultural work [include] its recognition of the 
centrality of culture in mediating psychological experience, its emphasis on the need for 
genetic and historical analyses of cognitive development, and its attention to cognition as 
it is embedded in culturally organized everyday activities.

(Cole, 2005, p. 1)

With us, Cole (2005) noted risks in the generic application of the term sociocultural related to 
the second two facets mentioned in the second quote: the loss of sensitivity to developmental 
(i.e., genetic) and historical aspects of learning and the danger of developing insights on learn-
ing that are unmoored from the everyday lives of people. Our view is that generic use of the 
term sociocultural also risks undermining Cole’s first facet of sociocultural work: culture as a 
mediating process in learning, which is distinct from an “influence view” (Rogoff, 2003) where 
flour, yeast, water, and salt “influence” each other but retain their status as individual ingredi-
ents. It is instructive to note that one could comprehensively conform a manuscript to SRCD’s 
Sociocultural Policy requirements without commitment to any of Cole’s (2005) three facets of 
sociocultural work.

https://www.srcd.org/news/new-sociocultural-policy-enacted-across-all-srcd-journals
https://www.srcd.org/news/new-sociocultural-policy-enacted-across-all-srcd-journals
https://www.srcd.org/news/new-sociocultural-policy-enacted-across-all-srcd-journals
https://www.srcd.org/news/new-sociocultural-policy-enacted-across-all-srcd-journals
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Definition of a Sociocultural View of Learning

In the landmark 2003 text, The Cultural Nature of Human Development, Rogoff defines devel-
opment as humans’ “changing participation in the sociocultural activities of their communi-
ties, which also change” (p. 11). Although this is a definition of development,2 it is consistent 
with canonical definitions of sociocultural perspectives on learning. For example, Lave and 
Wenger’s (1991) treatise Situated Learning defines learning as “increasing participation in 
communities of practice” and an “an evolving, continuously renewed set of relations” (p. 49).

Contrast with a “Cognition Plus” View of Learning

Elsewhere, in the same year that Situated Learning was published, Lave (1991) contrasts socio-
cultural views of learning with two theoretical orientations to learning (see also McDermott, 
1993). In the first contrast, Lave (1991) summarizes the “cognition plus” position as follows:

Researchers have for years analyzed the individual, internal business of cognitive process-
ing, representations, memory, and problem solving, and . . . should now attend to other 
factors as well. People process, represent, and remember in relation to each other and while 
located in a social world. Therefore, researchers should extend the scope of their intrain-
dividual theory to include everyday activity and social interaction. For proponents of [the 
cognition plus] view, social factors become conditions whose effects on individual cogni-
tion are then explored .  .  . A proponent of this position is likely to argue that a person 
thinking alone in a forest is not engaged in social cognition.

(p. 66)

Cole (1996) notes that the “cognition plus” view contextualizes or situates learning superficially, 
retaining the notion that individuals and the social world are fundamentally distinct (like is sug-
gested by the concept of “internalization” as learning) even though they may “act on” each other. 
In other words, the view that sociocultural learning theory rejects is that context “surrounds” 
but is not integrated with individual learning or cognitive functioning or vice versa.

Approaches to educational assessment calibrated to a cognition plus view would be designed 
to elicit the knowledge, skills, and cognitive processes that students “have” or have developed. 
Arguing from a sociocultural perspective, Packer (2018) critiques the “cognition plus” view as 
naïve in its understanding of language and cognition as a largely individual process rather than 
fundamentally relational, cultural, historical, and political (all of which both transcend and 
include individual processes).

Contrast with an “Interpretative” View of Learning

In the second contrast, Lave (1991) summarizes an “interpretative view” of learning as arguing 
that learning takes place:

In a pluralistic world composed of individuals who have perspectivally unique experience 
. . . meaning is negotiated, the use of language is a social activity rather than a matter of 
individual transmission of information . . . . In this position there is no world independent 
of agents’ construction of it.

(p. 67)

In this interpretative view, knowledge and the learning processes that support its growth are 
construed as fundamentally about individual and internal subjective meaning. Social and cul-
tural aspects of learning, then, are understood as a matter of negotiating and renegotiating 
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personal understanding in the context of a separate-but-together jigsaw puzzle of interactive 
learning. Moreover, this view of learning requires culture to be conceptualized as a kind of 
individual cognitive process, a structuralist notion of culture that made important contribu-
tions to social anthropology but that may also be outdated (Lévi-Strauss, 1978).

Approaches to educational assessment grounded in this interpretative view allow for multi-
ple ways of knowing and forms of knowledge, a plurality that would seem like a firm footing for 
developing assessment approaches responsive to a variety of cultural backgrounds. However, 
this interpretative view offers little to no imperative for conceptualizing learning as a process 
made possible by structures and processes “outside” of individuals’ efforts to understand and 
know, providing minimal implications or suggestions for curricular design.

Sociocultural as a “Situated Social Practice” View of Learning

Lave (1991) offers a third view—the “situated social practice” or “situated learning” view—
which shares some features of the interpretative view but also makes important departures.

[The situated social practice view] emphasizes the relational interdependency of agent 
and world, activity, meaning, cognition, learning, and knowing. It emphasizes the inher-
ently socially negotiated quality of meaning and the interested, concerned character of the 
thought and action of persons engaged in activity. But, unlike the first two approaches, this 
view also claims that learning, thinking, and knowing are relations among people engaged 
in activity in, with, and arising from the socially and culturally structured world. This world 
is itself socially constituted. Thus, from this point of view, “nature” is as much socially 
generated as afternoon tea. And its generation, according to this perspective, takes place 
in dialectical relations between the social world and persons engaged in activity; together 
these produce and re-produce both world and persons in activity.

(p. 67)

The paradigm shift of this “situated social practice” view of learning is that learning is not 
“influenced” or “shaped” by features of learning or assessment activities that are external to 
individuals’ processes of “learning, thinking, and knowing.” Instead, these processes are inher-
ently social and relational, both constituted by learning and assessment activities and centrally 
involved in constituting those same learning and assessment activities. In this sociocultural 
view, Rogoff’s (2003) position that learning is the transformation of participation in cultural 
activities comes into clearer view. Rather than learning being understood as “internalizing” 
knowledge or skill from outside (e.g., from teachers or expert others) or internally making 
sense of an outside world, sociocultural perspectives understand learning as changes in forms 
of social and cultural participation.

Approaches to educational assessment firmly grounded in this situated social practice 
view—a perspective we argue is most faithfully “sociocultural”—would note problems with the 
individualistic and socially isolated arrangement of many educational tests. If learning is fun-
damentally a relational process, and if knowledge is also never merely a property of individual 
understanding (see Wells, 2008), why are most assessments of learning at any scale explicitly 
organized to impoverish social interaction?

Addressing “Culture” in Sociocultural Views of Learning

So far, our definition of sociocultural learning theory has focused on the social aspects of the 
term; attention also needs to be focused on the cultural aspect. Because cultural values are also 
inseparable from learning and knowing (see Sternberg, 2004, 2015; Sternberg & Preiss, 2022), 


