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Overview 

In September 2010, the U.S. Department of Education awarded Race to the 
Top assessment grants to two large consortia of states. The Partnership for 
Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC) was one of 
those recipients. The PARCC consortium contains a total of 25 states. As of 
December 2010, 13 states have opted to act as governing states. These states 
serve as leaders in the development of the assessment and are dedicated 
solely to PARCC. Massachusetts represents the governing board chair, and 
Florida acts as the fiscal agent for the consortium. Many of the participating 
states are included in both consortia.  

PARCC selected Achieve as its project management partner. Achieve will 
play a key role in coordinating PARCC’s work, leveraging the 
organization’s deep experience in developing educational standards, 
including helping develop the Common Core State Standards, and its 
experience leading multistate assessment development efforts anchored in 
college- and career-ready goals. Achieve is a bipartisan, nonprofit 
organization that helps states raise academic standards, improve 
assessments, and strengthen accountability to prepare all young people for 
postsecondary education, work, and citizenship. The nation’s governors and 
business leaders created Achieve in 1996, following the first National 
Education Summit.  
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PARCC Theory of Action 
PARCC set the common goal among its member states, which are 
committed to building their collective capacity to increase the rates at which 
students graduate from high school prepared for success in college and the 
workplace. 

The PARCC consortium will seek to use assessments to report achievement 
results based on a clear definition of college and career readiness, so that 
students will know if they are on track early enough to make adjustments. 
Rather than just measuring student learning at the end of the year, the 
assessments will provide an ongoing gauge of student performance. The 
assessments will promote excellent instruction by providing teachers useful, 
meaningful, and timely information, which will help them adjust 
instruction, individualize interventions, and fine-tune lessons throughout the 
school year. Teachers need more data during instruction to remediate or 
accelerate students as the year progresses rather than waiting until the end of 
the year, when instruction has ended. States need to be able to compare 
results against a common high standard because expectations shouldn’t 
differ across states or income levels. Accessibility will be available for all, 
and states will have the opportunity to compare their students’ performance 
not only within the state but also against a national standard. Accountability 
practices are very complex and have historically been driven by end-of-year 
tests. The new assessment system will help make accountability policies 
better drivers of improvement by basing them on more sophisticated and 
meaningful assessments. The assessments should be a clear indicator of 
preparedness for postsecondary institutions (both university and technical 
college), clearly communicating student expectations for postsecondary 
success. High school curricula and exit standards will be better aligned with 
first-year college courses and placement expectations of postsecondary 
systems. 

PARCC Assessment System Design Elements  
The PARCC assessment system will be an overall system, fully engaging the 
idea of a next generation of assessment. It will include a mixture of 
constructed-response items; performance tasks; and computer-enhanced, 
computer-scored items. To be clear, assessments will be delivered via 
computer, they will not be computer adaptive. While this is seen as a big 
challenge, states in the partnership have been eager to move into the arena 
of computer-delivered assessment. Assessments for grades 6–12 will be 
administered via computer, while those for grades 3–5 will be administered 
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via paper and pencil, at least for the short term. In addition to assessment 
delivery, scoring will employ a combination of artificial intelligence (AI) and 
human scoring. The partnership states will individually determine the extent 
to which teachers will be involved in scoring. 

The assessments will employ a “through-course” model, with different parts 
taken at key points during the school year. In grades 3–11, through-course 
components will be distributed throughout the year in English language arts 
(ELA) and mathematics. Each of the grades will also have one end-of-year 
assessment. 

In addition, PARCC will be developing tools to aid in the implementation of 
the Common Core State Standards (CCSS). A set of formative tools will be 
developed to give teachers more data to support student learning. One such 
tool is a Text Complexity Diagnostic Tool, which provides a computer-
adaptive way to identify students’ proximate zone of development and 
supply suggestions for appropriate texts for students to read. In addition,  
K–2 assessments in ELA/literacy and mathematics will be developed to 
gauge the preparedness levels of young students as they move toward the 
high-stakes assessments. PARCC will develop a Partnership Resource 
Center that will house such tools as model curriculum frameworks; sample 
tasks; and released items with item data, student work, and rubrics.  

Stakeholder Engagement 
Critical to the success of the PARCC assessment system will be the 
engagement of all stakeholders. Three main groups of stakeholders 
immediately come to mind. The first—composed of teachers, school leaders, 
district administrators, and state officials—includes the biggest end users. A 
key benefit of the assessment system for this group is that it will regularly 
and quickly give them a wider variety of useful performance data. A second 
key group is in higher education. The new assessments will identify whether 
students are ready for and prepared to succeed in entry-level, credit-bearing 
postsecondary courses by the time they graduate from high school. The final 
group, as equally important as the others, consists of parents, students, and 
the general public, who will, for the first time, receive information about 
student performance relative to children in other states and against 
achievement standards anchored in college- and career-ready knowledge and 
skills. 
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Teacher Engagement 
Teachers will be engaged at multiple levels of development. They will 
support actual assessment development by serving on content teams that will 
unpack the Common Core State Standards, assist in developing test 
blueprints, and review items for rigor and alignment. They will also play a 
role in scoring and professional development by serving on committees to 
develop scoring rubrics and annotated training materials, model curriculum 
frameworks, sample tasks, and instructional materials; and they will have 
access to professional development activities related to the Common Core 
State Standards, the use of assessment data for instructional decisions, and 
the scoring of the assessment. 

Higher Education Engagement 
PARCC saw it as critical to engage higher education from the very 
beginning. Two hundred postsecondary systems and institutions across all of 
the original twenty-six PARCC states committed as partners, representing 
90 percent of direct matriculation students within the states. In PARCC, 
there is a clear role of higher education to partner with K–12 to develop 
college-ready high school assessments in English and mathematics, guide 
long-term strategy to engage all colleges and universities in PARCC states, 
lay the groundwork for implementation of college-ready high school 
assessments as valid placement instruments for credit-bearing courses, and 
use assessments as part of a broader strategy to improve college readiness 
and increase college success rates. Ultimately, PARCC college-ready 
assessments will help many more students enter college better prepared and 
much more likely to complete degree and certificate programs. 

Capacity-Building and Implementation 
The state partners in PARCC are developing implementation strategies for 
CCSS and PARCC assessments and working closely with districts and 
educators. As part of the partnership, states will be developing a leadership 
cadre of educators (K–12 and higher education) to shape and implement the 
strategy. This will feed directly into the use of provided training tools for 
implementation of the assessment system and will support the transition to 
new standards and assessments. PARCC’s engagement strategy will be 
further enhanced by an additional $15.86 million from the Department of 
Education to support state implementation of common standards and 
assessments.  
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Timeline 
The PARCC assessment system will begin development in September 2011 
and include two years of field-testing. Full administrations of PARCC 
assessments are expected in September 2014, with achievement levels being 
set in the summer of 2015. 




