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ABSTRACT 

Data-based decision-making has been a frequently used policy and practice 

intervention used in schools to help inform the decision-making processes of educational 

practitioners, with the aim of improving student outcomes. Interim benchmark 

assessments are designed by commercial test developers to support educators in this 

framework. In fact, the state of Michigan has legally mandated the use of interim 

benchmarks in public schools to accelerate learning as a result of COVID-19 pandemic-

related school closures. However, while student assessment instruments are core tools of 

data-based decision-making, not all assessments are equally useful to educators, 

particularly classroom teachers. There is a lack of evidence that shows how teachers use 

data from interim benchmark assessments in their practice and if there are differences in 

perceptions of the usefulness of this data across the various assessment tools that exist in 

the market. This study seeks to explore teacher perceptions about the usefulness of the 

data interim benchmark assessments provide and how frequently teachers use this data in 

their educational decisions. Using survey data from classroom teachers, this study 

employs quantitative methods to provide descriptive statistics on the degree of usefulness 

of interim benchmark assessments and the frequency of teachers' use of these data in their 

educational decisions. Though this study is limited to teachers in Michigan, the results of 

the study have national implications for how policymakers can support classroom-level 

educational decisions through the use of assessment data. 

Keywords: Interim Benchmark Assessment, Student Testing, Data-Based 
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SECTION 1 – INTRODUCTION TO THE DISSERTATION-IN-PRACTICE 

Background 

 

In Michigan, as in every state across the United States, the COVID-19 pandemic 

significantly disrupted nearly every aspect of life. These disruptions were perhaps no 

more pronounced, prolonged, and profound than in the K-12 schools (Huck & Zang, 

2021). In Michigan, Governor Gretchen Whitmer used the emergency powers of the 

governor's office to order schools to close buildings, shifting from in-person learning to 

virtual learning for three months. Many schools were closed to in-person learning for up 

to one full school year (Kilbride et al., 2021). As a result of these disruptions to in-person 

learning, the Michigan Department of Education paused the administration of its state 

assessment system due to the inability of schools to administer these tests in a remote 

environment. The data these state tests provide are designed to be used by educators and 

policymakers to make critical decisions to support student learning, including identifying 

students for additional support, improving school curriculum, staffing, and even budget 

priorities (Michigan Department of Education, 2022). Key educational decision- makers, 

including teachers, were left without a necessary tool to support student learning without 

these data. 

In response to the need for more data from the canceled state assessment system, 

the Michigan Legislature required schools to administer interim assessments to students in 

grades K through 8 in Reading and Mathematics. Although several commercial test 

developers publish and sell interim benchmark assessments to schools, they share 

common features (Marion et al., 2007; Perie et al., 2007). They all use a select response 
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testing methodology to determine a student's level of knowledge and skill in an academic 

domain, providing teachers and school leaders with student performance data to support a 

variety of educational decisions. These tests are designed to be administered to students 

online via computer and do not require in-person administration. Unlike state 

assessments, interim benchmark assessments produce several instantaneous performance 

results available to teachers, school leaders, students, and their families. Many schools in 

Michigan have used interim benchmark assessments before this legislation for various 

functions, but this represented the first time that these assessments were codified into law 

(Kilbride et al., 2021). 

Although pandemic-related school closures have ended and schools have resumed 

normal operations, including the resumption of the state assessment system, the Michigan 

legislature has continued to require schools to administer these assessments as a condition 

of receiving school funding (Michigan Legislature, 2022). The stated purpose of this 

continuation is to study student learning loss and provide educators and policymakers 

with information to support key educational decisions in a broader effort to accelerate 

student learning (Kilbride et al., 2022). 

Though this well-intended law received bi-partisan support from Michigan 

elected officials, there is little to no research evidence to suggest that school 

implementation of interim benchmark assessments has any significant impact on teacher 

and school practices, and resultingly, no significant gains in student outcomes have been 

attributed to school implementation of benchmark assessment data (Marion et al., 2007; 

Chojnack et al., 2013; Slavin et al., 2013). 

There may be an assumption underlying the law and the pre-pandemic 
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implementation of interim benchmark assessments that simply having academic data 

enables teachers to make better decisions to support improved teaching and learning, or 

so-called data-based making. (Marion et al., 2007; Buckley, et al., 2010). Data-based 

data-based-making has been a popular policy and practice used by schools to inform and 

modify educational decisions on an ongoing basis to improve educational outcomes for 

students (Hargreaves et al., 2013). However, prior research that has attempted to study 

education practitioner implementation of data-based decision- making, as well as this 

strategy's effect on student achievement, has shown mixed results (Carlson et al., 2017; 

Visscher, 2021; Peters et al., 2021; Ikemoto & Marsh, 2007). Furthermore, there is a lack 

of evidence that shows how teachers use interim benchmark assessments, in particular, in 

an overall data-based decision framework applied within the classroom. Despite this lack 

of evidence, Michigan has continued to allocate millions of dollars to reimburse districts 

for the cost of these tests. Additionally, to administer these assessments, schools must 

allocate an indeterminate level of resources and funding to run these assessments, 

including technology, internet infrastructure, human capital, and time (Michigan House 

Fiscal Agency, 2021; Michigan Senate Fiscal Agency, 2021). Given the significant 

allocation of resources dedicated to interim benchmark assessments, the need for robust 

research evidence of their impact on teacher practice represents an opportunity to study 

the various types of instructional decisions that teachers make using benchmark 

assessment data. 

Previous researchers and interim benchmark assessment publishers suggest that 

teachers can use interim benchmark data in various ways. Researchers have theorized that 

these data can help teachers select the professional development they need in specific 
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areas of their own instructional practice and measure their own instructional effectiveness 

(Buckley et al., 2010; Olah et al., 2010). They also suggest that teachers can use interim 

benchmark assessment data to create instructional groups, plan instruction, identify 

students for intervention, and set learning goals for individual students (Goertz et al., 

2009). However, though researchers have suggested that these instructional decisions are 

theoretically possible, there needs to be more evidence to show what teachers actually do 

with these data. This presents a compelling case to engage with classroom teachers 

directly about the ways in which they use these data in their instructional decisions. With 

this knowledge, policymakers can improve policies aimed at providing support to teachers 

to improve student educational outcomes. 

Additionally, as numerous interim benchmark assessments are available on the 

market, each assessment tool provides teachers with a unique and proprietary reporting 

system of student assessment results. In Michigan, the most widely used assessments are 

MAP, published by Northwest Education Association (NWEA), iReady, published by 

Curriculum Associates, and STAR, published by Renaissance Education (Kilbride et al., 

2022). Each of these publishers provides academic information to teachers on students in 

different ways, thus potentially leading to differences in teacher perception of the 

usability of the reporting these systems provide. 

Teacher perception of the usability of reports is a compelling phenomenon to 

study because there is an emerging body of evidence that shows that teacher perception 

of the usability of instructional resources impacts the degree to which they use that 

resource in instruction (Tuma et al., 2021; van Leeuwen, 2019). Moreover, specifically 

regarding assessment tools, researchers have found that teachers’ affective attitudes 
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toward using assessment data have been shown to influence how they use that data 

(Prenger & Schildkamp, 2016). Although this study will be limited to researching how 

Michigan teachers use these tests under Michigan policy enactment, these tests are used 

across the United States and, in NWEA’s case, even across the globe. Therefore, the 

results of this study can inform a broad array of data-based decision-making- related 

policies enacted by a variety of governments and institutions. 

Research Questions 

 

The purpose of this study is to investigate how teachers are utilizing interim 

benchmark assessment data to inform their instructional decisions regarding professional 

practice in the classroom. The essential questions that this dissertation will attempt to 

answer are as follows:  

1. To what degree do teachers believe their district’s interim benchmark 

assessment tool provides useful student information in instructional decision-making? 

2. What kinds of instructional decisions do teachers make using data from 

interim benchmark assessments? 

3. How frequently do teachers use data from interim benchmark assessments to 

make those decisions? 

4. What is the correlation between teachers’ perception of the usefulness of 

their district's interim benchmark assessment and the frequency by which they reference 

those data in making those decisions? 

5. What is the difference in teacher perception of usefulness across interim 

benchmark assessment publishers? 
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Significance of this Research 

 

This dissertation would contribute to the available research on school district use 

of interim benchmark assessment data at the classroom level across a large population of 

teachers from multiple districts. The data gleaned from this study would represent a 

unique opportunity to research how the Michigan Benchmark assessment law has 

impacted instructional decision- making at the classroom level and the degree of 

difference in instructional decisions teachers make based on the individual interim 

benchmark assessment their districts use. This project would represent the only research 

of this kind that has been conducted in the state of Michigan. Additionally, a review of 

available literature suggests that previous research has yet to study how teachers use 

interim benchmark assessments as they currently exist in the market. This study would 

broadly contribute to the literature on data-based decision-making, particularly as it 

relates to classroom instruction, with potential implications for state and local policy. 

Though one study of note found no change in teacher practice after an initial year of 

schoolwide implementation of interim benchmark assessment data, researchers suggested 

that this lack of impact was due to insufficient experience with the school's selected 

assessment tool (Chojnacki et al., 2013). Therefore, the timing of this study will provide 

the research community with useful data on the decisions teachers make using interim 

benchmark assessment data after several years of implementation. In Michigan’s case, at 

the time of this study, all schools serving students in grades K-8 have administered a 

benchmark assessment for at least three years. 

The results of this study are intended to support policymakers at the state and 

local levels in understanding the impact of this policy on classroom instruction. The 
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amount of state funding allocated towards interim benchmark assessment, in addition to 

significant technology and human resources, represents a significant effort on the part of 

the state to support teachers in instructional delivery post-pandemic. This study would 

elucidate the degree to which this policy is, or is not, impacting practice and uncover 

potential differences in teachers' perceptions of the usefulness of interim benchmark 

assessment data across the state's most popular publishers. This would help state and 

local policymakers understand the return on investment of the benchmark assessment law 

while also helping local practitioners understand the differences between the various 

interim benchmark assessment publishers. While some research would suggest that, in a 

very broad context, assessment data can influence instructional practices (Chojnacki et 

al., 2013; May & Robinson, 2007; Quint & Smith, 2008), no other research of the scope 

of this study exists on interim assessments as they exist in the educational market today. 

If policies requiring the purchase and use of interim benchmark assessments continue to 

persist, it is critical for the research community to understand how teachers view, value, 

and use these tools in their instruction. 

SECTION 2 - LITERATURE REVIEW 

Interim Assessment – A Contested Term 

 

Any examination of the use of interim assessments in K-12 school systems must 

first begin with an exploration of the term interim assessment and how the field has 

applied this term to various psychometric tests used in schools. This is a contested term, 

and there is a lack of consensus from previous research about precisely what the term 

interim/benchmark assessment actually means. The terms benchmark assessment and 



8 
 

interim assessment may be used interchangeably throughout research literature and in 

practice. Perie, Marion, Gong, and Wurtzel (2007), collectively representing The Center 

for Assessment, Achieve Inc., and The Aspen Institution define an interim assessment as 

an assessment used to evaluate “students' knowledge and skills relative to a specific set of 

academic goals typically within a limited time frame” (p.1). In a separate paper, Perie, 

Marion, and Gong (2009) define interim assessment as " medium- scale, medium-cycle 

assessments, falling between summative and formative assessments and usually 

administered at the school or district level…typically given several times a year" (p.6 ). 

Herman, Osmundson, and Dietl (2010), representing The Assessment and Accountability 

Comprehensive Center, provide a similar definition, stating that "Benchmark assessments 

are assessments administered periodically throughout the school year at specified times 

during a curriculum sequence to evaluate student knowledge and skills relative to an 

explicit set of longer-term learning goals" (p. 1). Additionally, the Michigan Assessment 

Consortium (2017) provides a more recent, yet simple definition, "an assessment program 

that is administered periodically to students, such as at the conclusion of a marking 

period" (p.17). 

Reviewing these definitions to anchor one's examination of the research literature 

is essential, as various bodies of research may examine the use of interim and benchmark 

assessments in contexts that may vary distinctly from one another. In some research 

studies examined throughout the literature, interim benchmark assessments were district-

created paper- pencil tests or tests developed to a specific set of state or district standards 

and learning targets by an external educational consultation firm or district central office 

(Slavin et al., 2011; Olah et al., 2010). In other studies, the assessments under review 
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were commercially developed tests from a curriculum publisher or a professional 

psychometric company implemented voluntarily by individual schools or as a part of a 

state assessment system (Brown et al., 2009; Chojnacki et al., 2013). Others have 

suggested an expansive view of interim assessments, from commercially developed 

assessments to locally created performance tasks (Perie et al., 2009). For this paper, and 

in alignment with current Michigan law, the aim of this research study will focus 

exclusively on commercially developed computer adaptive interim assessments, designed 

to national standards and performance norms, in Reading and Math administered to 

students online in the Fall, Winter, and Spring of a typical school year. 

Functions of Interim Assessments in Schools 

 

Interim assessments have a variety of uses and functions within a comprehensive 

assessment system. These tests can be used to communicate expectations, plan 

curriculum and instruction, monitor and evaluate learning, and predict future performance 

(Herman et al., 2010). However, though these tests may serve these purposes, some 

researchers suggest that there needs to be more evidence to suggest that these tests 

provide useful information to educators to improve learning (Perie et al., 2007; Perie et 

al., 2009). Other researchers have used the term "benchmark" assessment to refer to a 

district or state-developed assessment administered quarterly. With support to teachers, 

researchers found that teachers altered their practices based on the data (Carlson et al., 

2011). A critical difference between the assessment tools studied by previous researchers 

and the interim assessments that will be examined in this research study is the nature by 

which the assessments are designed and implemented (Herman et al., 2010). Two of the 

most popular interim assessments used by districts in Michigan are the NWEA MAP 
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assessment and the Curriculum Associates i-Ready assessment (Kilbride et al., 2021). 

These two assessments are proprietary, commercially developed assessments published 

by their respective organizations. 

Both publishers claim that their assessments are aligned to Common Core State 

Standards, and while there may be some general applicability to state curriculum 

standards, by definition, they are not built to any one state's specific set of curriculum 

standards. They are also not built to one district's locally adopted curriculum. 

Additionally, performance on these assessments is normed across a national population of 

test-takers and is not respective to any one state's population of test-takers. Indeed, a 

selling point for these assessments from their publishers is that student performance is 

nationally normed so that school stakeholders can understand how students perform 

against a national pool of peers, not simply peers within a school, district, or state. 

Interim Assessments are not Formative Assessment 

 

Additionally, some researchers have studied so-called formative assessments in an 

era when the broader educational community did not universally understand the term 

"formative" assessment (Perie et al., 2009; Perie et al., 2007; Shepard, 2009). Since the 

publication dates of much of the research in this literature review, it is essential to note 

that understanding of certain terms within the field of K12 Education has shifted, with 

some being dated or outright misaligned with current understanding in the field. For 

example, some researchers and benchmark assessment developers themselves refer to 

interim benchmark assessments as formative assessments, as researched in the landmark 

study Assessment and Classroom Learning’’ by Black and Wiliam (Black & Wiliam, 
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1998; Perie et al., 2007; Goren, 2010). Since that time, the Council of Chief School State 

Officers defines formative assessment as "a process used by teachers and students during 

instruction that provides feedback to adjust ongoing teaching and learning to help 

students improve their achievement on intended learning outcomes” (FAST-SCASS, 

2017). Inherent in this definition is the word process, as in an instructional process 

embedded within the teaching and learning experience. Benchmark assessments therefore 

cannot be accurately deemed as formative ostensibly because they are tests administered 

outside of instruction. Indeed, Perie, Marion, and Gong suggested that “many so-called 

formative assessments are not at all similar to the types of assessment and strategies 

students by Black and Wiliam (1998) but instead are interim assessments.” (2009). 

Data-Based Decision-Making in Schools 

 

A misconception among practitioners is that the purpose of assessment data is 

solely to support accountability and drive compliance. (Mandinach & Schildkamp, 2021). 

Because of these misconceptions, assessment can potentially drive teachers to frame 

student learning in a deficit framework rather than a focus on growth and continuous 

development. However, a variety of studies show how teachers use student data from 

various sources and assessment methods in classroom-level instructional decision-making 

(Buckley et al., 2010; Olah et al., 2010; Tsai & Tosh, 2020). Teachers use data in various 

instructional decisions, but those decisions can be unpredictable and are highly 

influenced by several factors, including training, teacher assessment literacy, and 

technology access (Horne et al., 2015; Buckley et al., 2010; May & Robinson, 2007). In 

one study with a small group of mathematics instructors, researchers found that two 

groups of math teachers within the same district came to different conclusions and 
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instructional implications based on the same results from a district-developed assessment 

(Horne et al., 2015). In Ohio, a small study of 42 teachers revealed that some used a 

newly developed state system of assessment reports on state data to make decisions on 

what to teach and focus on specific students at risk of not graduating (May & Robinson, 

2007). In another study, researchers structured a quasi-experimental study to compare the 

difference in patterns of teachers' instruction using self-completed instructional checklists 

over a school year. They found that there was an insignificant difference between the 

practices of teachers who had access to a commercially developed interim assessment and 

those who did not. (Chojnacki et al., 2013). The researchers suggested that the low impact 

on teacher practices might be due to teachers having only one year of experience using 

the assessment tool. They also suggest that the small sample size of teachers completing 

checklists might harm the study's power. 

Therefore, this dissertation would build upon the previous body of research by 

studying a large sample of teachers across several schools and districts after several years 

of mandatory implementation driven by state policy. It would also focus on nationally 

normed commercially developed interim assessment tools as they are currently 

understood and used in the K-12 market today. This focus and anticipated sample size 

sets this dissertation study apart from previous research conducted on interim benchmark 

assessments and would contribute to policymaker understanding, as well as practitioner 

understanding, of how data from interim benchmark assessments influence teacher 

instructional decisions. 
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SECTION 3 - THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Utility Theory 

 

The framework of this study relies on a Utility Theory in the context of how 

teachers use the educational resources provided to them by their districts to support their 

instructional needs. Evidence suggests teachers have broad, independent decision-making 

authority in classroom pedagogy (Wang et al., 2021; Usma-Wilches, 2006; Sparks et al., 

2012). Therefore, each teacher makes a set of choices regarding what resources they use 

and how they use them in classroom instruction. Utility theory may explain the 

differences in how teachers use the educational resources afforded to them. 

Utility Theory emerges from the field of Economics to explain how consumers 

make choices in a free market. Utility Theory was first offered by Swiss mathematician 

Daniel Bernoulli in 1738 as a way to explain how consumers make decisions based on 

the degree of satisfaction or utility they gain from a given item (Fishburn, 1968). The 

more utility that an item provides, the more the consumer is likely to value or prefer that 

item. However, individuals each have different beliefs and circumstances that influence 

how much utility they derive from an item or choice. Cardinal Utility, a derivative of 

Utility Theory, postulates that utility can be measured by imaginary or theoretical units 

called “utils,” thus giving every choice a specific utility value unique to each individual. 

Considering interim benchmark assessment data as a resource available for 

teachers to use in the market of instructional decision-making, teachers may likely assign 

varied amounts of utils to interim benchmark assessment data when they make choices 

about professional practice in the classroom. Although state laws and districts may 
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mandate the administration of interim benchmark assessments, there are no laws that 

mandate teachers' actual use of these data in classrooms. Local district policies on 

instructional programs may vary, but generally speaking, teachers are afforded wide 

autonomy in instructional decision-making. In one study, most teachers reported that they 

have a great deal of autonomy in determining what teaching methods they use and how 

they plan lessons, yet conversely, only 12% reported that they have autonomy on what 

data they collect on student achievement (Worth & Van den Brande, 2020). This suggests 

that while districts may mandate assessment administration and data collection, teachers 

make individual choices on how and why they use data in classroom-level instructional 

decisions. Additionally, while data-based decision-making and assessment administration 

may be required by district policies and/or encouraged practices, the actual use of data by 

teachers in the classroom may significantly depart from district guidance (Melucci, 

2013). 

Usability is a key dimension that researchers have found influences how and why 

teachers use instructional resources (Wang et al., 2021). Teachers are more likely to use 

instructional resources that they find easy to use and will often adapt district-provided 

resources to make them easier to use (Wang et al., 2021; Bugler et al., 2017). Utility 

theory, therefore, may explain why teachers have a greater level of uptake of certain 

resources in their instructional decision-making process. Many interim benchmark 

assessment vendors market their materials to classroom teachers, highlighting usability 

features such as enabling teachers to easily understand student capabilities, providing 

actionable insights for instructional change, and generating easy- to-interpret reports 

(Curriculum Associates, 2023; Renaissance Education, 2023; NWEA, 2023). 
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Additionally, as mentioned previously, teachers' affective attitude towards 

assessment has been shown to be a psychological factor that influences how teachers use 

assessment data in their practice (Prenger & Schildkamp, 2018). This suggests that 

teachers individually assign varying degrees of value to assessment data in their practice. 

Because teachers make many choices in their practice throughout the course of 

instruction, there is likely a degree and difference in utils or usefulness that interim 

benchmark assessment data plays in each of those choices. Are data from interim 

benchmark assessments 24 karat gold that teachers view as highly useful and frequently 

used to support classroom instruction? Or, are these data fools’ gold that teachers simply 

do not value and find useless? This study will attempt to illuminate this phenomenon. 

SECTION 4 – RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Context of the Study 

 

The community that served as the focus of this study is the Oakland Schools 

Intermediate School District (ISD) constituency, which contains all public schools in 

Oakland County, Michigan, and a small number of schools in several neighboring 

counties. Oakland County is located northwest of the city of Detroit and is considered a 

part of the greater Metro-Detroit area. Although many communities in Oakland County 

are commonly referred to as the suburbs of Detroit, Oakland County has urban, rural, 

exurban, and suburban communities within its county borders. Oakland County is the 

second largest populated county in the state of Michigan, with 1,259,431 residents as of 

the 2020 Census living across 62 local municipalities. (U.S. Census Bureau, 2022). 

Oakland County, on average, is a particularly affluent community with a median housing 
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value of $268,600 compared to $172,100 across Michigan and a per capita income of 

$49,012 compared to $34,768 across Michigan. However, there is significant economic 

diversity within the county, ranging from a median household income of $20,398 in the 

city of Pontiac, an urban community, to Novi Township, with a median household 

income of $175,625 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2022). 

The Oakland Schools ISD constituency contains 28 local education agencies 

(LEAs), commonly known as school districts, and 22 public school academies (PSAs), 

commonly known as charter schools. Each LEA and PSA is its own independently 

operated educational entity, each of which has an elected or appointed school board. 

LEAs in Oakland Schools range in size from 15,000 students in its largest LEA to just 

under 1,000 students in its smallest LEA. PSA range in size and in school site 

configuration. Most PSAs in the county are single school site entities, with only two that 

operate more than one school site. Oakland County PSAs range in size from 38 students 

in its smallest PSA to 2,896 students in its largest PSA, which is a statewide Virtual 

school charter by an Oakland County LEA. In total, Oakland Schools LEAs and PSAs 

combined serve 172,972 students in grades K through 12 across 322 public schools. 

58.58% of students in Oakland Schools are White, 19.5% are African American, 9.35% 

are Asian, 7.43% are Hispanic, 4.79% are multi-racial, and .28% are American Indian or 

Alaska Native. 7.8% of students are English Learners. 12.22% of students are identified 

as having a disability. 36.93% of students are Economically Disadvantaged (Michigan’s 

Center for Educational Performance and Information, 2023). 

The Oakland Schools ISD student population varies in several ways from the 

overall statewide student population. Oakland County is more racially diverse than the 
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state, with more than double the percentage of Asian students (9.35% in Oakland County 

vs. 3.54% in Michigan), slightly more African American students (19.5% in Oakland 

County vs. 18.13% in Michigan), and fewer White students (58.58% in Oakland County 

vs. 63.65% in Michigan). The Oakland Schools ISD population also typically 

outperforms the statewide average on a variety of school performance metrics. For 

example, in 2022, 51.4% of 3rd-grade students were at or above proficiency in English 

Language Arts (ELA) on the state’s accountability test, the Michigan Student Test of 

Educational Progress (M-STEP), compared to the statewide average proficiency rate of 

41.6% of 3rd-grade students on the 3rd Grade ELA M-STEP. Also in 2022, 59% of 

Oakland County 11th-grade students met the college and career readiness benchmark on 

the Evidence-Based Reading and Writing (EBRW) portion of the SAT, Michigan’s high 

school accountability test, compared to the statewide rate of 51.6%. 

Data from the state’s primary public education database, MISchoolData 

(maintained by Michigan’s Center for Education Performance and Information), shows 

that there are approximately 12,320 full-time K-12 teachers in Oakland Schools ISD that 

are employed across the 28 LEAs and 22 PSAs (2023). As of spring 2023, 22.5% have 

been employed by their district for one year or less. Yet, in the spring of 2021, just 15% 

of staff had one year or less longevity. This is a marked increase in the percentage of staff 

who have one year of longevity or less in their district. These data may reflect alignment 

with national trends that suggest that districts across the United States are facing 

challenges filling open positions and hiring an increasing number of new staff post-

pandemic. (Bleiberg & Kraft, 2022). However, 21.3% of Oakland Schools ISD teachers 

have been employed by their district between 2 and 5 years, and 56% have been 
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employed by their district for six or more years. So, while there has been an increase in 

new hiring across Oakland County, the county’s teacher workforce largely has a 

substantial amount of experience in their current district.  

In addition to longevity, 63.7% of Oakland Schools ISD teachers have a Master’s 

degree, which is a higher rate than the national average of 51% among public school 

teachers (National Center for Education Statistics, 2023). Approximately 80% of teachers 

in the county are female, and 20% are male, following similar national gender patterns 

across all public schools that reflect that the vast majority of teachers are female. Also, in 

alignment with national trends, most Oakland County teachers are White. Over 89% of 

teachers in the county are White, 7.8% are African American, 1.1 are Asian, and 1.0% 

are Hispanic (Michigan’s Center for Educational Performance and Information, 2023). 

Public school operation in Michigan is largely funded by state tax revenues 

through a state law that is passed annually called the School Aid Act, first created in 1994 

by Proposal A. Previous to Proposal A, each school district relied largely on local 

property taxes to fund schools. Proposal A and the School Aid Act shifted the burden of 

school taxation and funding from local municipalities to the state through a combination 

of an increase in the state sales tax rate and a significant reduction in local property tax 

rates. Using this statewide revenue pool, the School Aid Act provides a basic per-pupil 

foundation allowance that apportions money to LEAs and PSAs based on their respective 

annual student enrollment counts. In Fiscal year 2022, the basic per-pupil foundation 

allowance was $8,700 per student. However, some districts were allowed to keep higher 

property tax rates to support the funding of their schools. The rationale behind 

“grandfathering” these districts into keeping higher property tax rates was that Proposal 
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A's cap on school-allocated local property tax rates would be too low for very affluent 

communities to maintain their higher-than-average school spending. This is particularly 

apropos to Oakland County, wherein 10 of the county’s 28 LEAs receive more than the 

basic per-pupil foundation allowance, more than any other county in Michigan. 

Author Positionality 

 

As of the writing of this dissertation, I am set to complete my 21st year in public 

K-12 Education. I began my career in public education as a high school English teacher 

at the Detroit Public Schools in the state of Michigan. I am a product of the Detroit Public 

Schools, and I am dedicated to improving educational systems that I believe will enhance 

the quality of life and opportunity for all students, particularly students from historically 

marginalized communities. I have a Bachelor’s degree in Secondary Education from the 

University of Michigan and a Master’s degree in Educational Leadership from Wayne 

State University. Throughout my career, I have tried to use my educational experiences to 

enhance those of the students I have been honored to serve. 

As a Black male who was born and raised in Detroit, I have witnessed the power 

of education to transform the lives of individuals and communities. Therefore, my 

research interests are improving education systems, resulting in better opportunities and 

achievement for all students. I now serve as the Supervisor for the Curriculum & 

Assessment Unit at Oakland Schools. Research, evaluation, and assessment are the focus 

of my work within the organization, as I also lead our organization’s assessment and 

research team. I believe that assessment and educational data, in general, under the right 

conditions, can lead to better decisions by educational professionals in their efforts to 
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support students. This belief is shaped by my experience in working with teachers and 

school administrators who have been able to improve student educational programs, 

informed by access to quality, relevant student data. 

As these experiences have shaped my belief about K -12 educational systems, I 

acknowledge my bias toward quality data and assessment and their role in educational 

decision- making processes. This informs and compels my interest in this study, 

especially given the current policy landscape in Michigan that requires school 

professionals to administer interim benchmark assessments. I recognize that not all 

school personnel hold similar views towards assessment, yet I also recognize that not all 

available data are high-quality and appropriate to use in a professional educational 

setting. Having the right data at the right time with the right people can support high-

quality educational decision-making. Therefore, my goal is to contribute to the available 

body of research that informs the research community about how teachers perceive the 

usefulness of interim-benchmark assessments so that policymakers and practitioners can 

improve the role of assessment in continuous improvement. It is prudent for me to 

disclose that through my current employment, I have established strong professional 

relationships with most district assessment coordinators in Oakland County. As their local 

county ISD, I provide these staff and teachers in their districts with professional learning, 

consultation, and resources to improve their educational programs through educational 

data. My relationships with these direct-level leaders and my established body of work in 

the county helped in the recruitment and participation in this study. 
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Research Design 

 

This research utilized an online survey designed to be completed by classroom 

teachers in Oakland County ISD who have been assigned to teach students in 

Kindergarten through grade 8. The survey utilized single-select and Likert-scale type 

items to measure the degree to which teachers find data from interim benchmark 

assessments useful to their practice, as well as an open-ended response to maximize the 

collection of unique and idiosyncratic participant perspectives. This methodology 

allowed for statistical analysis of data, particularly a correlational analysis between the 

usefulness of interim benchmark assessments and the frequency of use. This methodology 

also allowed for the use of ANOVA analysis to determine the statistical difference in the 

mean rates of perception of usefulness across the interim benchmark assessment vendors 

used in the county. 

Furthermore, an online survey allowed for the most efficient way to collect data 

from the largest sample possible from the intended population, given that the population 

is situated in the second most populous county in the state of Michigan. Additionally, 

there may be a significant variation in perspectives across individual teachers, thus 

requiring the collection of perspectives from a significant number of participants to 

conduct a thorough analysis and form valid conclusions. A survey allowed for the most 

efficient collection of data without presenting a significant burden of participation on 

districts, schools, and individual teacher participants. Conducting observations and 

personal interviews would not have been a practical way to collect this data, nor would it 

have allowed for statistical calculation. Furthermore, the volume of observations and 

personal interviews that would be necessary to collect across multiple school districts 
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implementing various interim benchmark assessment tools was beyond the nature and 

length of this study. 

Participants and Recruitment 

 

The specific population that this research project studied were K-8 classroom 

teachers employed in the LEAs and PSAs within the Oakland Schools ISD. This is the 

population that was most directly impacted by Michigan’s interim benchmark assessment 

law and was most likely to routinely administer interim benchmark assessments. All 

LEAs and PSAs in Oakland Schools ISD serving students in kindergarten through 8th 

grade with a student enrollment count below 9,000 students were invited to participate in 

this study through coordination with each district's assessment coordinator. It was beyond 

the feasibility of this study to conduct and coordinate the survey instrument's distribution 

across many teachers and schools in a single, large school district. Districts of this size 

have complicated and layered communication channels between central offices, schools, 

and classroom teachers that make coordinating survey participation challenging and time-

consuming. Broad system communications in districts across leadership levels, such as in 

large districts with many schools and programs, can be underdeveloped (Norqvist & 

Ärlestig, 2021). Central office-driven change across a school system, therefore, can be 

very challenging and requires significant time to implement. The decision to use interim 

benchmark assessments in the manner prescribed by Michigan law is the responsibility of 

the LEA, not individual schools, and thus, getting a clear picture of the implementation 

and use of an IBA within a large district presents significant challenges to researchers. 

Therefore, this study focused on analyzing school districts of comparable size and 

enrollment to yield more robust empirical evidence. Excluding these larger districts from 
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recruitment and participation in this study meant the removal of four out of the 28 LEAs. 

No PSAs servicing students in grades K-8 were excluded from the recruitment and 

participation of this study. 

Within this targeted population of schools, this study attempted to recruit all K-8 

teachers, not simply just teachers who teach Reading and/or Math. A typical elementary 

teacher assigned to students in Kindergarten through grade five was likely responsible for 

teaching multiple content areas (Math, Reading, Science, Social Studies, etc.) to the same 

students for a significant portion of a school day. Including these teachers in the study 

made intuitive sense because they teach subjects assessed by interim benchmark 

assessments. Additionally, this study also included Reading and Math teachers serving 

students in grades six through eight, such as in a typical middle school setting, who were 

assigned to teach one content area to a group of students for a single period within a 

school day. 

However, this study also recruited teachers assigned to teach K-8 students who 

teach a subject other than Reading or Math. Given the varied nature of teacher working 

assignments, it could be reasonable to suggest that some teachers might inherently find data 

from a Reading and Math interim benchmark assessment less useful because they teach a 

content area that these assessments do not directly measure. However, there is evidence to 

suggest that districts adopt policies that require all teachers within a given school to 

reference interim benchmark data in their classroom practice. Teachers in schools face 

schoolwide accountability pressures in Reading and Math (Erichsen & Reynolds, 2020), 

and schools adopt schoolwide reforms that impact all staff across virtually all content areas 

(Stevens et al., 2022; Sherwood et al., 2021). Therefore, all teachers assigned to teach 
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students in kindergarten through 8th grade working in districts with 9,000 or fewer students 

were encouraged to engage with the study’s survey. 

Determining the number of K-8 classroom teachers within these districts was 

challenging. The Michigan Center for Education Performance and Improvement (CEPI) 

maintains a database of teacher FTE at the district and school level through its registry of 

educational personnel, which is publicly available on MiSchoolData.org. However, these 

FTE counts are irrespective of specific grade level assignments or content area 

assignments. This study specifically focused on K-8 classroom teachers only and did not 

include other ancillary instructional staff such as instructional coaches, specialists, or 

interventionists. These staff are often coded as teachers in Michigan’s registry of 

educational personnel, which therefore made using this registry as the basis for staffing 

FTE inappropriate for this study. 

The lack of specific grade-level teacher staffing data required the study to calculate 

an estimated number of classroom teachers serving students in grades K through 8. I 

calculated these estimates for each participating district based on average class size and K-

8 student count. However, this was further complicated by the fact that CEPI does not 

publish an official average class size calculation. Student-teacher ratios calculated by the 

department are notoriously misleading since all staff who serve in an instructional role are 

included in the count of teachers within a district, even though they may not actually serve 

in classroom teaching roles (Jacob et al., 2016). However, there is evidence to suggest that 

the average class size in Michigan is 27 students (Schramm, 2016). Therefore, this study 

calculated an estimate of K-8 teachers in the target population based on an assumption of 

27 students per classroom teacher. For each district in the target population, I calculated 
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the sum of enrollment of students in kindergarten through 8th grade and divided this total 

number by 27. Using this calculation, this study estimated that there were 2,981 classroom 

teachers serving students in grades K-8 in the districts targeted for recruitment in this study, 

and this estimate served as the study population count. 

As an incentive for districts to participate in this study, each district was provided 

with an aggregate anonymized summary of responses collected in their district, provided 

that there was a minimum response rate of 10% from their district, with a minimum N size 

of 10 responses. Aggregate countywide results were also shared with assessment 

coordinators at the conclusion of this study. District assessment coordinators will be able 

to use these data from this study to support continuous improvement planning in their 

districts, as well as future cycles of assessment tool review and adoption. 

An initial invitation to participate in this study was sent via e-mail to 43 

assessment coordinators from eligible LEAs and PSAs, with follow-up emails sent to 

assessment coordinators who did not initially respond within seven days. As mentioned 

previously, PSAs do not typically participate in many services offered by Oakland 

Schools. I do not have many relationships with assessment leaders in PSAs to reference 

in recruitment. Therefore, recruiting PSAs to participate in this study was a challenge. 

Fifteen local education authorities and one public school academy agreed to be a part of 

this study, based on the initial invitation e-mail and follow-up reminder emails. Among 

these districts, this study estimated that there were 1,434 teachers serving students in 

grades K through 8. 

Each district assessment coordinator in a participating district served as the 

primary contact for district participation. I did not have direct communication with any 
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study participants. Instead, I provided each assessment coordinator with emails and 

communication templates that they forwarded to teachers within their district. Because 

Interim benchmark assessments are designed to be administered multiple times per year, 

with the first administration date occurring between September and October, October was 

an ideal time for teachers to start participating in this study. In most cases, classroom 

teachers administer this assessment to their students and have instantaneous access to 

student data. Additionally, districts are required by Michigan law to share individual 

student data with parents no later than 30 days after the start of the school year. 

Therefore, it was reasonable to conclude that teachers would have access to student data 

by mid- October, again making October an ideal time for teachers to start participating in 

this study. Assessment Coordinators were asked to forward the study’s survey to teachers 

in their districts during the week of October 23rd, with additional follow-up emails sent 

during the weeks of October 30th and November 6th. District assessment leaders were sent 

weekly totals of the number of participants from their district as a means of transparency 

and encouraging participation. This three-week data collection period, combined with 

weekly updates to district assessment leaders, was a reasonable length of time to collect a 

suitable number of participants. 

This study attempted to obtain between 248 (8%) and 787 (26%) participants or 

more of the population of approximately 2,981 teachers in Oakland County serving 

students in kindergarten through 8th grade in districts with less than 9,000 students. 

Having an absolute minimum number of 200 responses is sufficient for correlation 

analysis (Guilford, 1954). This study’s research questions required regression analysis, 

which is further explained in the Analysis section of this dissertation. Therefore, 
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obtaining a minimum of 200 responses was necessary to yield valid interpretations of the 

data. Additionally, based on a population size of 2,981 teachers, a sample size of at least 

248 would yield a margin of error of 5% within a confidence level of 90% (Taherdoost, 

2017). 

The survey instrument recorded a total of 398 responses, which is about 13% of 

the target population. However, not all survey respondents completed the entire battery of 

survey items. Among the recorded participants, 256 respondents completed all select-

response items within the survey, and those 256 responses served as the focus for 

conducting analysis in this study. This sample of 256 teachers from the total population 

of 2,981 teachers represents 8.5% of the total population. This is less than 10% of the 

total population, and thus the findings should be interpreted with caution. Nonetheless, 

Taherdoost (2017) stated that a sample of at least 248 is sufficient for analysis of this 

population size. 

Instrument 

 

As there is no single industry-recognized survey instrument that is used by 

schools to measure teacher perceptions of the utility of interim benchmark assessments, 

this study required the creation of a survey instrument to answer the study’s research 

questions. I created this instrument using the recommendations of previous research, 

policy brief recommendations, as well as recommendations directly from interim 

benchmark assessment publishers themselves (Buckley et al., 2010; Olah et al., 2010. 

Perie et al., 2007; Wang et al., 2017; Curriculum Associates, 2021; Nordengren, 2022). 

Additionally, given that the intended participants are classroom teachers and that time is 
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not of abundant quality in a typical teacher’s workday (Nahmais, 2015), the survey was 

designed to be completed in under 5 minutes and could have been completed via a 

computer, tablet, or cell phone. The short nature of this survey, combined with its 

accessible multi-platform design, presented a minimal burden of participation for busy 

teachers. See Appendix A for the text of the entire survey instruction. Below, I describe a 

summary and rationale for each of the question blocks in the survey instrument. 

Participant Identification Block 

It is necessary to collect a minimum level of identifying information from 

participants to ensure that the survey is completed by the intended population. In three 

single select items, the survey asked participants to identify their district, primary content 

area, and assigned grade levels. This survey did not collect personally identifiable 

information and participants should have had a level of anonymity that allowed them to 

feel comfortable answering honestly and candidly. No data from the identification block 

were shared with districts. 

Interim Assessment Identification Block 

Teachers were asked to share the name of their district's interim assessment tool 

from a list of available interim benchmark assessment tools used in Michigan. It was 

necessary to ask teachers about this because there was not a publicly available database 

that discloses what interim benchmark assessment each district uses. Furthermore, the 

length of time that a district has implemented an interim benchmark assessment and the 

length of time that individual teachers have to implement this tool may influence the 

degree to which it is used in classroom- level instructional decision-making (Chojnacki et 

al., 2013). Therefore, it was necessary to ask how many years of experience teachers have 
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with this tool, and this was asked in a single select item. 

Interim Benchmark Assessment Usefulness Block 

The Data collected in the Interim Benchmark Assessment Usefulness Block will 

help to directly answer Research Questions 1, 2, and 3. 

Research Question # 1 - To what degree do teachers believe their district’s 

interim benchmark assessment tool provides useful student information in 

instructional decision- making? Herman et al. recommended, among several factors, 

that districts select interim benchmark assessments based on a sense of high utility and 

how much an interim benchmark assessment helps the school meet its intended purposes 

(2010). Therefore, if the central purpose of data-based decision-making strategies is to 

provide information to school practitioners to improve educational services to students, 

then it is logical to ask teachers about their perceptions of the utility of an interim 

benchmark assessment in helping them improve instruction for students. This question 

was asked in a Descriptive Likert-scale item [Not Useful, Somewhat Useful, Useful, 

Very Useful], with each of those descriptors being coded to a numeric value: [Not 

Useful=1, Somewhat Useful =2, Useful=3, Very Useful=4]. 

Instructional Decisions Block 

The data collected in the Instructional Decisions Block helped to directly answer 

Research Questions 2 and 3. Additionally, the data collected in this block was used to 

conduct an analysis that will answer Research Questions 4 and 5, explained in further 

detail in the Analysis section of this proposal. 

Research Question #2 - What kinds of instructional decisions do teachers 

make using data from interim benchmark assessments? Teachers were asked to select 



30 
 

up to 7 instructional decisions that the research literature suggests can be informed by 

interim benchmark assessment data. Previous researchers have suggested that interim 

benchmark assessments can be used to help teachers identify their own professional 

learning (Buckley et al.,2010), evaluate their own instructional effectiveness (Buckley et 

al., 2010; Olah et al., 2010), adapt instruction and curriculum (Perie et al., 2007), identify 

students for in-class intervention (Tsai & Tosh, 2020), and set student learning goals 

(Nordengren, 2022; Curriculum Associates, 2023). Additionally, the IBA publishers 

themselves recommend that teachers use their assessments to create instructional groups 

and plan individualized instruction (Nordengren, 2022; Curriculum Associates, 2023). 

Teachers were asked how useful they believe their district interim benchmark assessment 

is in helping them make these decisions in descriptive Likert scale items [Not Useful, 

Somewhat Useful, Useful, Very Useful] with each of those descriptors being coded to a 

numeric value: [Not Useful=1, Somewhat Useful =2, Useful=3, Very Useful=4]. 

Teachers were also asked how frequently they used data from their district’s IBA 

to inform these seven classroom instructional decisions. Teachers could select from four 

options, Never, Rarely, Occasionally, or Frequently, with each of those responses coded 

to a numerical value: [Never=1, Rarely=2, Occasionally=3, Frequently=4] 

Additionally, teachers had the option of providing additional ways in which they 

use interim benchmark assessment data that may not have been discussed in previous 

research. This was asked for in an open-ended response item. Having an open-ended item 

was necessary to capture all of the various ways in which teachers use interim benchmark 

data in their instructional decision-making processes while also providing for the 

expression of individualized teacher-participant voice. 
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Analysis 

Descriptive Analysis 

To help illustrate the degree, frequency, and kinds of decisions teachers make, I 

provided a described analysis of the findings of the survey instrument. Descriptive 

analysis is an efficient way of characterizing a phenomenon and helping researchers 

understand relationships between variables (Loeb et al., 2017). Additionally, the 

descriptive analysis provides an easily understandable summary of research findings to 

an audience of practitioners and policymakers (Dynarski & Kisker, 2017), a group of 

educational decision-makers this study hopes to inform. Using SPSS, I provided several 

data tables summarizing responses with descriptive statistics showing n sizes of 

responses, percentages of responses, and mean calculations. The descriptive analysis will 

help answer Research Question 1 – To what degree do teachers believe their district’s 

interim benchmark assessment tool provides useful student information in instructional 

decision-making Research Question 3 – How frequently do teachers use data to support 

these decisions? For Research Question 2 – What kinds of instructional decisions do 

teachers make using data from interim benchmark assessments - I also provided a 

frequencies table of the data from item 8 in the survey. The open-ended response data 

was coded using an inductive coding approach to develop themes and was summarized in 

one combined theme frequencies table. I read each response, created codes based on the 

text within those responses, re-read the responses a second time, and applied the codes to 

each response as applicable. This should help the research community gain a deeper 

understanding of which factors are most strongly associated with the usefulness of an 

interim benchmark assessment. 
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Regression Analysis 

 

The key theory behind his study - Utility Theory – would suggest that teachers 

assign varying levels of utility or usefulness to interim benchmark assessment and that 

this may be expressed in terms of frequency of use. Therefore, it stands to reason that 

there was a relationship between teachers’ perception of the usefulness of IBAs and the 

frequency by which they use them in classroom instructional decisions. To show this 

relationship, I conducted a regression analysis to show the relationship between the 

usefulness of functions of IBA and the frequency by which teachers use those functions 

in classroom-level decision-making. This analysis helps to answer Research Question 3 – 

What is the correlation between teachers’ perception of the usefulness of IBA and the 

frequency by which they reference those data in making those decisions? 

In this regression analysis, I calculated the relationship between each pairing of 

IBA usefulness functions and the frequency of those functions. For example, the 

usefulness responses for the setting student learning goals function of an IBA were paired 

with the setting student learning goals frequency responses. The usefulness of responses 

in the survey served as the independent variable, and the frequency of use of responses 

will serve as the dependent variable. There are seven pairings of usefulness and frequency 

in total. This will also help support the theory that the more useful teachers perceive an 

assessment function to be, the more likely they will utilize that function in instructional 

decision-making. The inverse should also be true. The less useful an assessment function 

is, the less frequently it will be used. The formula below explains how this research 

question will be calculated. 

𝒀 = 𝜷𝟎 + 𝜷𝟏 ⋅ 𝑿 + 𝜺 



33 
 

Y serves as the dependent variable, in this case, the frequency by which teachers 

use data from IBAs in their instructional decision-making. X represents the independent 

variables and the perception of the usefulness of each discreet function of the IBA, 

respectively. The paired variables from the survey instrument were 1) creating 

instructional groups in your classroom, 2) planning whole group instruction, 3) planning 

individualized instruction, setting learning goals with students, 4) identifying students for 

in-class intervention, 5) measuring your own effectiveness, and 6) identifying your own 

professional development needs. I hypothesized that there would be a strong correlation 

between the usefulness and frequency of use of IBAs for in- class decision-making for 

each of these IBA functions. 

Analysis of Variance 

 

Lastly, I conducted a one-way analysis of the variance of the overall mean rates of 

the usefulness of each of the IBA tools. Because there are multiple IBAs that teachers 

utilized across the sample, it was possible that there could be statistically significant 

differences in the usefulness of the various IBA publishers. IBAs are adopted by districts 

in a free-market economy, and IBA vendors compete with one another for customers. 

Within this competitive market, IBA vendors naturally claim that their products are 

superior to those of their competitors. Conducting a one-way ANOVA test, therefore, 

would show if there would be a statistically significant difference between two or more 

groups by testing for the difference of means of those groups (Simkus, 2023). ANOVA 

also helps to avoid Type I errors that might emerge through conducting multiple t-tests 

(Wilcox, 2002). 
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SECTION 5 - FINDINGS 

Characteristics of the Respondents 

Fifteen districts agreed to participate in this study, including 14 LEAs and one 

PSA. This represents half of the 28 LEAs in Oakland County. As anticipated, this study 

netted very little participation from PSAs. Only one out of 19 eligible PSAs participated, 

likely due to the researcher’s lack of strong relationships and professional familiarity with 

key PSA assessment leader personnel employed by PSAs. The districts in this study 

represent a diverse array of geographic localities, consisting of districts serving city, rural, 

and suburban communities, albeit city and rural districts are underrepresented in this 

study. See Table 1. 

Table 1 

Characteristics of LEAs & PSAs Participating in this Study 

 K-8 

Teaching 

Population 

Number of 

LEAs 

Number of 

PSAs 

% 

Suburban 

% 

City 

% Rural 

Sample 1434 14 1 86.66% 6.67% 6.67% 

Population 2981 43 20 53.49% 37.21% 9.30% 

  

The student enrollment sizes of these districts range from 300 students to over 

8,000 students. Collectively, the districts in this study serve a combined 38,733 K-8 

students, serving approximately 48% of Oakland County’s total 80,488 K-8 student 

population. Among the participating districts, 59.22% of students are White, which is 

comparable to the county’s overall 58.58% White student population. The participating 

districts severed a larger proportion of African American students, 27.29%, compared to 

the county’s overall 19.50% African American student population. Conversely, the 



35 
 

participating districts served a smaller proportion of Asian students, 3.30%, when 

compared to the county’s 5.61% Asian student population. This study’s participating 

districts also served a slightly smaller proportion of Hispanic students, 5.50%, compared 

to the county’s 7.95% Hispanic student population. See Table 2. 

Table 2 

Student Demographics of LEAs and PSAs Participating in this Study 

  K-8 Student 

Population 

%  

White 

%  

Black 

% 

Hispanic 

%  

Asian 

Sample  38,733 59.22% 27.29% 5.50% 3.29% 

Population  80,488 58.50% 22.80% 7.95% 5.61% 

Additionally, there appeared to be a somewhat even distribution of teachers 

assigned to teach each grade level. Note that teachers were able to report being assigned to 

multiple grades. See Table 3. 

Table 3 

Number and Percentage of Teachers Assigned to Teach Each Grade Level 

 K 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

n 51 60 63 69 65 68 47 45 54 

% 9.77 11.49 12.07 13.22 12.45 13.03 9.00 8.62 10.34 

*Teachers may be assigned to teach multiple grade levels at the same time. 

Most respondents in the study, 56.64%, teach both Reading/ELA and Math, while 

an overwhelming majority of respondents, 88.67%, teach Reading, Math, or some 

combination of both. Given that this study targets K-8 teachers, and the typical teaching 

assignment of grade level teachers in grades K through 5 includes responsibility for 

teaching both Reading and Math in a self-contained setting, it is reasonable to conclude 

that teachers of both Reading and Math constitute a majority of the K-5 study population. 

Only a small percentage of respondents, 17.9%, taught neither Reading/ELA nor Math. 

These would likely be specials teachers in grades K-5 or other specialized content area 
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teachers in grades 6-8. It is reasonable to assume that teachers who are assigned to teach 

subjects other than Reading or Math were less likely to complete the survey, as interim 

benchmark assessments assess student achievement in subjects that they are not primarily 

assigned to teach. See Table 4. 

Table 4 

Number and Percentage of Teacher’s Teaching Assignments 

Teaching Assignment n % 

Reading/ELA 49 19.14 
Math 33 12.89 

Both Reading/ELA and Math 145 56.64 
Neither Reading/ELA or Math 29 11.33 

 

In reviewing the findings of this study, it is important to consider the subject 

matter that teachers are primarily responsible for teaching. Recall that the Michigan 

Benchmark Assessment law required schools to assess students in Reading and Math in 

grades Kindergarten through 8th Grade. Additionally, the benchmark assessment vendors 

discussed in this study provide assessment solutions for Reading/ELA and Math but not 

for other subject areas. Yet, many schools often have schoolwide Reading or Math 

improvement goals that involve the cooperation of all teachers in the school (Stevens et 

al., 2022; Sherwood et al., 2021). In some schools, all teachers are evaluated on 

schoolwide reading data, even though there may be teachers assigned to teach courses 

that don’t explicitly have alignment with reading. For example, in one of the participating 

districts, 5% of an individual teacher’s evaluation rating is derived from a schoolwide 

Interim Benchmark score in reading. This means that teachers who do not necessarily 

teach Reading as a part of their job assignment, say a 6th-grade Science teacher or a 4th-

grade gym teacher, would be evaluated in part using schoolwide reading performance. 



37 
 

This practice is commonly referred to as all teachers are reading teachers mantra 

(Draper, 2002). 

Most respondents had significant experience with their district's interim 

benchmark assessment. 73.13% of respondents had three or more years of experience 

with administering their district’s selected interim benchmark assessment. 10.88% of 

respondents had two years of experience, 6.12% had one year of experience, and 9.86% 

were within their first year of experience with their district’s interim benchmark 

assessment. A previous study that examined change in teacher practice after an initial 

year of using interim benchmark assessment data observed that the data these 

assessments provided did not significantly impact instruction (Chojnacki et al., 2013). 

The researchers suggested that additional years of experience may have been necessary to 

see more substantial changes in instruction. The experience of this study’s respondents 

would suggest that these teachers would theoretically be more positioned to incorporate 

interim benchmark assessment data into their practice. See Table 5. 

Table 5 

Years of experience with the district’s selected interim benchmark assessment 

 

Years of 

Experience 

n % 

In 1st year 19 7.42 

1-2 years 42 16.40 
3 years or more 195 76.17 

 

 

Findings Summary 
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Overall, this study found that most teachers believed that interim benchmark 

assessments, in general, can help them in their instructional practice. However, the actual 

tests their districts adopted were only somewhat useful in their instructional decision-

making process. The specific use cases of the interim-benchmark assessments matter 

greatly, as there are significant differences in the perception of the usefulness of the 

interim-benchmark assessment depending on the specific instructional decisions that 

teachers make. In this case, the three most useful functions of interim benchmark 

assessments were using them to identify students for in-class intervention, planning 

individualized instruction, and creating instructional groups. Additionally, this study 

found that teachers use interim benchmark assessments in combination with other types 

of data to make wholistically informed instructional decisions. Interim benchmark 

assessments serve as one piece of evidence that informs teachers' instructional decisions. 

Finally, while there were some differences in the perception of usefulness across the 

specific benchmark assessment vendors, these differences were not statistically 

significant. These findings are further explained in the sections below. 

Teachers generally believe IBAs can be helpful, but there is disagreement. 

 

The first research question in this study asked to what degree teachers believed 

their district’s interim benchmark assessment tool provides useful information in 

instructional decision-making. However, prior to examining the primary research 

question, it is prudent to examine the beliefs of the teachers in this study about the overall 

utility of assessment in instructional practice. On its surface, this is a logical premise. 

Teachers who believe that assessments are useful may tend to use them more frequently, 

and teachers who do not believe that assessments are useful may be less likely to use 
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them in their practice. Prior research has suggested that teacher beliefs may influence the 

degree to which they use and find usefulness in data derived from commercially 

developed tests (Datnow, 2015). Overall, this study found that teachers generally agreed 

that interim benchmark assessments can help improve their instructional practice. 68.36% 

of all teachers rated that they either agreed or strongly agreed that IBAs can help them in 

their classroom. Conversely, 31.34% of teachers strongly disagreed or disagreed that 

IBAs could help them in their classroom practice. An interesting note, however, is that 

teachers in this study were less likely to strongly agree that interim benchmark 

assessment data can help them improve their practice. Only 8.98% percent of teachers 

rated that they strongly agreed that IBAs can help improve their practice. See Table 6. 

Furthermore, this study found a difference in levels of how much teachers in 

tested subjects vs. non-tested subjects agreed that IBAs were helpful to their practice. For 

example, among teachers who are assigned to teach math, reading, or both math and 

reading, 69.55% believed that data from interim benchmark assessment can help them 

improve their practice. 58.62% of teachers who taught neither Reading nor Math strongly 

agreed or agreed that IBAs can help them in the classroom. Although the participation of 

teachers of non-tested subject areas in this study is small (n=29), the data shows that both 

teachers who are assigned to teach a content area tested by IBAs and teachers who are not 

assigned to teach a content area tested by IBAs generally agreed that IBAs can help them 

improve their instructional practice. All in all, these data suggest that teachers in this 

study have a generally positive disposition towards the usefulness of IBA instructional 

practice. However, more than a third of teachers in tested subjects disagreed that IBAs 

were helpful, and over 40% of teachers in non-tested subjects disagreed that these tests 
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were helpful. See Table 6. 

Table 6 

The degree to which teachers believe IBAs can be helpful to their practice 

 

 All Teachers Teachers of Tested 
Subjects 

Teachers of Non-
Tested Subjects 

Rating n % n % n % 

Strongly Agree 23 8.98 22 9.69 1 3.45 

Agree 152 59.38 136 59.91 6 55.17 

Disagree 64 25.00 55 24.23 9 31.03 
Strongly Disagree 17 6.64 14 6.17 3 10.34 
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Given that the data suggests that most teachers in this study have a favorable 

disposition towards Interim Benchmark Assessments in general, how did the teachers rate 

the usefulness of their district’s specific interim benchmark assessment data? Districts in 

Michigan have local authority to choose the IBA among a range of assessment products 

available on the commercial market. So, while it may be true that teachers, in general, 

may have a positive belief in the usefulness of IBAs, teachers perceive that their district’s 

selected interim benchmark assessment may be useful to their classroom practice. The 

perception of the usefulness of IBAs in their practice may be influenced by their beliefs 

and by the level of experience they’ve had with IBAs (Datnow, 2015). However, this 

study has shown that the teachers in this study have generally positive beliefs towards 

IBAs and have multiple years of experience with IBAs. See Table 5. 

Teachers don’t have very high perceptions of the usefulness of their district’s IBA. 

 

This study found that 37.89% of teachers reported that their district’s interim 

benchmark assessment was useful or very useful. The plurality of teachers, 45.31%, rated 

that their district’s IBA was somewhat useful, and 16.80% of teachers reported that their 

district’s IBA was not at all useful to their instructional decision-making. This shows that 

teachers generally do not have very high perceptions of the usefulness of their district's 

interim benchmark assessment—well over half saw it as only somewhat useful or not at 

all useful. See Table 7. 
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Table 7 

Teacher perception of the usefulness of their district's interim benchmark assessment 

 

 

 

Additionally, there were clear differences in the level of usefulness of a district’s 

selected IBA between teachers who teach a tested subject area and those who do not. 

Among teachers in tested subject areas, 38.76% reported their district’s IBAs were useful 

or very useful, compared to 31.03% of teachers who do not teach a tested subject area 

who reported the same perception of usefulness. What is a striking but not surprising 

difference is within the “Not at all useful” rating. Only 13.22% of teachers in tested 

subject areas rated their district’s IBA as not at all useful compared to 44.83%, which is 

more than triple the rate of teachers in non-tested subject areas. 

Table 9 

Teachers of tested subjects vs teachers of non-tested subjects – perception of 

usefulness of IBAs 

 

 Teachers of Tested 
Subjects 

Teachers of Non-Tested 
Subjects 

Rating n % n % 

Very Useful 22 9.69 2 6.89 

Useful 66 29.07 7 24.14 

Somewhat Useful 109 48.02 7 24.14 

Not at all useful 30 13.22 13 44.83 

 

Although this study found that teachers across the board found their district’s 

selected interim benchmark assessment tools somewhat useful to their classroom 

instructional decisions, there was a difference in the perceptions of usefulness across the 

Rating n % 

Very Useful 24 9.37 

Useful 73 28.52 

Somewhat Useful 116 45.31 

Not at all useful 43 16.80 
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different IBA tools utilized in Oakland County. The three most used IBA tools in the 

county were NWEA Map, i-Ready, and FastBridge. Only a small fraction of respondents 

reported using S.T.A.R. or a district-developed Interim Benchmark Assessment. Among 

the three most used IBA tools in the county, i-Ready users reported the most utility with 

their assessment solution; however, in no case did more than half of teachers rate any tool 

useful or very useful. i-Ready was the closest at 48% of i-Ready-using teachers rating it 

as useful or very useful. See Table 10. 

Table 10 

Overall, how useful do you believe your district’s interim benchmark assessment is 

in your instructional decision-making? Disaggregated by IBA tool. 

 

 i-Ready NWEA MAP FastBridge 

Rating n % n % n % 

Very Useful 11 14.67 2 9.09 1 2.22 

Useful 25 33.33 4 25.76 2 26.67 

Somewhat Useful 26 34.67 4 48.48 4 53.33 
Not at all Useful 13 17.33 2 16.67 8 17.78 

 

Teachers Find Identifying Students and Planning Individualized Instruction 

Essential in IBAs. 

The second research question asks what kinds of instructional decisions teachers 

make using data from interim benchmark assessments. This study found that two 

functions were the highest-rated uses of an IBA. 59.38% of teachers rated that identifying 

students for in-class intervention was either a useful or very useful function of IBAs. 

50.98% of teachers rated that planning individualized instruction was a useful or very 

useful function of IBAs. More than half of respondents did not rate the other functions as 

useful or very useful. See Table 11. 
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Table 11 

The usefulness of IBAs in 7 discreet classroom functions (N=256) 

 Mean Very Useful Useful Somewhat 

Useful 

Not Useful 

Function  n % n % n % n % 

Identifying students for in-class 2.72 62 24.22 90 35.16 74 28.91 30 11.72 

intervention          

Planning individualized 2.52 51 20.00 79 30.98 77 30.20 48 18.82 

instruction          

Creating instructional groups in 2.44 39 15.23 81 31.64 90 35.16 46 17.97 

your classroom          

Setting learning goals with 2.36 42 16.47 69 27.06 82 32.16 62 24.31 

students          

Planning whole group instruction 2.03 22 8.63 53 20.78 91 35.69 89 34.90 

Measuring your own instructional 1.88 16 6.25 44 17.19 88 34.38 108 42.19 

effectiveness          

Identifying your own professional 1.76 12 4.69 37 14.45 84 32.81 123 48.05 

 

 

Interestingly, there appeared to be a very strong plurality of responses for the not 

useful option for measuring your own instructional effectiveness function and identifying 

your own professional development needs function. More teachers rated those two 

functions as not useful than any other function rating. 76.56% of teachers reported that 

IBAs were either not useful or somewhat useful for measuring their own instructional 

effectiveness. 80.86% of teachers reported that IBAs were either not useful or only 

somewhat useful for identifying their own professional development needs. 

While not necessarily a researched practice, many of the IBA vendors recommend 

that teachers use their assessment tools to set learning goals with students. In this 

practice, teachers share performance reports with students and their families and attempt 

to set a performance goal, say increasing a RIT score by 10 points, by the next assessment 

window. In fact, both NWEA and iReady have pre-built reports that are intended to be 

used with students to set goals for themselves to improve performance in future 
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assessment cycles. However, only 43.75% of teachers reported that using IBAs to set 

learning goals with students was very useful or useful. 

Additionally, while these vendors and some practitioner guidance (Demchak & 

Sutter, 2019) may recommend that teachers use these data to look for trends and patterns 

to plan whole group instruction, only 29.29% of teachers reported that planning whole 

group instruction was a useful or very useful function of IBAs. Furthermore, small group 

instruction, particularly among elementary teachers, is an evidence-based practice 

strongly recommended by the Essential Instructional Practices produced by the General 

Education Leadership Network of the Michigan Association of Intermediate Schools 

Administrators (Michigan Association of Intermediate School Administrators General 

Education Leadership Network Early Literacy Task Force, 2018). Planning for small 

group instruction has been a significant focus of the Oakland Schools, particularly in 

literacy and math. In fact, reports for creating ideal groups of students with similar 

learning achievement levels can be found in some of the pre-built reports in IBAs, such 

as NWEA. Yet, just 47.09% of teachers reported that using IBAs to create instructional 

groups was either very useful or useful. 

While this study asked teachers about the above seven distinct common uses of 

interim benchmark assessment data, the survey also asked teachers to respond to an open-

ended question: What other types of instructional decisions do you make using data from 

your district's interim benchmark assessment that haven't been listed? Eighty-seven 

teachers responded to this open-ended survey item; however, not all of these participants 

yielded responses relevant to the question. Sixteen respondents to the open-ended item 

wrote “none” or “nothing,” which may perhaps suggest that these seven functions have 



46 
 

captured the most common uses that teachers were likely to report. One respondent even 

reported, “Your list of uses is fairly thorough.” 

Eleven respondents included responses to this item that did not necessarily reveal 

an instructional decision and simply listed some other assessment methods or assessment 

tools that they use to support their work. A strong theme of referencing or using other 

assessments in combination with data from IBAs emerged throughout the analysis of 

these qualitative responses. Ten respondents mentioned using IBA data to compare or 

triangulate patterns of student responses with other assessments, including diagnostic 

assessments, summative assessments such as M-STEP, or formative assessments within 

their own classrooms. One respondent said, “Interim benchmark assessments are only a 

snapshot of a student’s potential strengths and weaknesses and should never be utilized 

alone. A combination of a screener like the NWEA with more diagnostics assessments 

like Accidence Math and Reading or Fountas and Pinnell reading assessments must be 

used to have a complete vision of a student.” Another respondent said, “This assessment 

is a “flag” for further diagnostics such as a reading inventory or a spelling inventory,” 

while another reported, “Information from our benchmarks also, in conjunction with 

other data points, helps us determine which students will receive Tier 2, pull out literacy 

support.” These responses show that teachers use IBA data with other data to support a 

variety of decisions, including both within their own classrooms, while also leveraging 

broader supports available across the school, like MTSS or Special Education Services. 

Indeed, while these responses did not necessarily contain themselves to in-

classroom instructional decisions, teachers nonetheless participate in many levels of 

decision-making within a school to support individual students. Supporting individual 



47 
 

students was a strong theme found in the open-ended responses. Fourteen respondents 

said they used IBAs to identify students for intervention, nine mentioned using IBAs in 

course placement either for advanced coursework or remediation intervention services, 

and six reported that they used IBA data as a part of the Individualized Educational 

Planning process within Special Education services. 

Among these responses, respondents reported using IBAs for “identifying students 

for tutoring,” to “pick a focus area for MTSS,” and to make “student groups for 

collaborative work.” See Table 12 for a full listing of themes found within the open-

ended responses. 

Table 12 

Most common themes are mentioned in open-ended responses. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Teacher Frequency of Use Varies Greatly on Specific Use Cases 

 

The third research question asked teachers how frequently they used IBAs to 

make specific instructional decisions. Teachers in this study used their district’s interim 

benchmark assessment tool across a broad range of frequencies for the distinct purposes 

found in research Question #2. 75.29% of teachers reported that they frequently or 

occasionally used IBAs to identify students for in-class intervention (mean response rate 

Themes Count 

Identifying students for intervention 14 

Comparison with other assessments 10 

Identifying students for course placement 9 

Creating instructional or intervention groups 8 

Identifying learning gaps needs 7 

Assisting in the IEP process 6 
Lesson planning & curriculum adjustments 5 
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of 2.97). 61.39% of teachers reported the same for planning individualized instruction 

(mean response rate of 2.65). This mirrors the pattern observed in the usefulness ratings. 

A majority of teachers found identifying students for intervention and planning 

individualized instruction were the two most useful functions of an IBA. Additionally, 

63.29% of teachers frequently or occasionally used IBAs for creating instructional groups 

(mean response rate of 2.63), even though less than half of teachers report that using IBAs 

for this function was very useful or useful. 

There were also very strong patterns of infrequency of use of IBAs for certain 

functions. 43.53% of teachers reported that they never use their district’s IBA to identify 

their own professional development needs. When combined with the teachers who rarely 

use IBAs for this function, 71.77% of teachers rarely or never use IBA data to inform 

their own professional development needs. This function had a mean frequency of use 

response mean of 1.91, making it the least frequently used function of an IBA. 

Furthermore, 65.89% of teachers rarely or never used IBAs to measure their own 

instructional effectiveness. At a response mean of 2.08, using IBAs to measure one’s own 

instructional effectiveness is the second least used function of an IBA. 

54.51% of teachers, just over half, frequently or occasionally use IBAs for setting 

student goals, even though IBA publishers develop specific pre-built reports for this very 

purpose. This function had a mean response rate of 2.51. In a similar fashion, despite 

their being specific reports for examining whole class or whole grade-level achievement 

patterns, only 40.79% of teachers frequently or occasionally used IBAs for planning 

whole group instruction, a mean response rate of 2.19. See Table 13. 
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Table 13 

Frequency of use of IBAs by classroom instructional decision 

  Never Rarely Occasionally Frequently 

Function Mean % n % n % n % n 

Identifying students for in- 2.97 9.80 25 14.90 38 43.53 111 31.76 81 

class intervention          

Planning individualized 2.65 17.25 44 22.35 57 38.04 97 22.35 57 

instruction          

Setting learning goals with 2.51 22.35 57 23.14 59 35.69 91 18.82 48 

students          

Creating instructional groups 2.63 17.19 44 19.53 50 46.88 120 16.41 42 

in your classroom          

Planning whole group 2.19 32.16 82 27.06 69 30.59 78 10.20 26 

instruction          

Measuring your own 2.08 33.73 86 32.16 82 26.67 68 7.45 19 

instructional effectiveness          

Identifying your own 1.91 43.53 111 28.24 72 22.35 57 5.88 15 

professional development          

 

 

A strong correlation between usefulness and frequency of use. 

 

The fourth research question studied the correlation between teachers’ perception 

of the usefulness of their district's interim benchmark assessment and the frequency by 

which they reference those data in making those decisions. This study found very strong 

relationships between the distinct usefulness of IBA functions and the frequency by which 

teachers use those functions in their work. For example, in the previous sections of this 

dissertation, it was found that teachers did not have a high perception of the utility of 

IBAs for identifying their professional learning needs and that most teachers ever or 

rarely used IBAs for that purpose. 

This study found a significant relationship, an Unstandardized B Coefficient of 

.846, for the identifying professional needs function (p.<.001). Even in functions that 

demonstrated lower correlation strength to the frequency of use, the relationship is still very 
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strong. For example, the identification of students for in-class intervention function is still 

strong at an unstandardized B coefficient of .641. These data suggest that the more useful a 

function, the more frequently that function is used, and the less useful a function is, the less 

that function is used. See Table 14. 

Table 14. 

Relationship between usefulness (IV) and the frequency of use (DV). (N=255) 

Function Unstandardized 

B 

Coefficients 

Std. Error 
Standard 

Coefficients 

Beta 

Sig. 

Identifying students for in-class .641 .046 .663 <.001 

intervention 

Planning individualized instruction .749 .041 .752 <.001 

Setting learning goals with students .769 .042 .755 <.001 

Creating instructional groups in .701 .045 .703 <.001 

your classroom 

Planning whole group instruction .816 .042 .775 <.001 

Measuring your own instructional .789 .043 .752 <.001 

effectiveness 

Identifying your own professional .846 .044 .772 <.001 

 

No Differences in Usefulness across IBAs 

Earlier analysis in this dissertation showed that there were differences in the level 

of perception of usefulness across the three most commonly used interim benchmark 

assessment tools in the county. Collectively, the mean rate of usefulness of all interim 

benchmark assessments on a 4.0 scale was 2.28, or slightly above the somewhat useful 

label. The IBA rated the most useful, iReady, was at a mean rate of 2.43. NWEA was 

rated at 2.25. FastBridge, 2.14. While iReady may have been rated the highest at 2.43, it 

should be noted across all interim benchmark assessments and disaggregating data by 

assessment publisher that no interim benchmark assessment was rated at or above a 3.0. 

This suggests that teachers do not find interim benchmark assessments to be very useful 
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tools for classroom instructional decisions, regardless of which tool is used. See Table 15. 

Table 15 

Difference in mean rates of usefulness across most common interim benchmark 

assessments 

IBA N Mean Std 

Deviation 

Lower 

Bound 

Upper 

Bound 

Min Max 

All 277 2.28 .840 2.18 2.38 1 4 

NWEA 145 2.25 .829 2.11 2.38 1 4 

iReady 82 2.43 .930 2.22 2.63 1 4 
FastBridge 50 2.14 .700 1.94 2.34 1 4 

 

To measure the statistical significance of these differences, a one-way ANOVA 

analysis was performed to determine whether or not the mean rates of usefulness across 

all of the benchmark assessment publishers were statistically different from one another. 

This test revealed a p-value of .282 between the mean rates of usefulness across vendors. 

Therefore, this test did not show a statistically significant difference in rates of usefulness 

across IBA vendors. These findings give further credence to Utility Theory. If it is true 

that teachers do not have very high perceptions of the usefulness of their district’s IBAs 

and that most see IBAs as either somewhat useful or not at all useful, then Utility Theory 

would suggest that, regardless of the IBA, none of them would be useful to classroom 

teachers. Given that there is not a statistically significant difference among mean rates of 

IBA usefulness, no matter how different IBA vendors may claim that their assessments 

are from those of their competitors, teachers largely see IBAs en masse in a similar 

fashion. See Table 16. 
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Table 16 

ANOVA analysis of mean rates of usefulness of IBAs 

 

SECTION 6 – DISCUSSION 

Districts should focus use of IBAs on identifying students for intervention and 

planning individualized support. 

 

This study used a utility theory to hypothesize that the more useful a teacher 

perceives a function of an interim benchmark assessment, the more frequently they would 

use that function in their in-classroom instructional decision-making. The inverse would 

also theoretically be true. The less the perception of a function’s usefulness, the less 

frequently that function would be used. Therefore, there should be a strong relationship 

between utility and frequency of use. The findings of this study suggest that for each 

function studied, there was a strong correlation between its usefulness and the frequency 

of use by teachers. This is the central heart of utility theory, closely related to rational 

choice theory. Utility theory within a professional social context postulate that 

individuals assign different levels of value to items within their environment and make 

use of those items based on those varying levels of utility (Fishburn, 1968). For example, 

a mathematics teacher would find a pencil a more useful tool in classroom instruction 

than a permanent mark. Even though the cost of a permanent marker may be more 

expensive and more financially valuable than a lead-based pencil, the context in which 

the math teachers operate makes the use of a pencil all the more valuable and, therefore, 

 Sum of 

Squares 

df Mean 

Square 

F Sig 

Between Groups 3.568 4 .892 1.270 .282 
Within Groups 193.143 275 .702   

Total 196.711 279    
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useful. 

Within the context of teaching and learning, supporting individual students is of 

high value, and that value may be driving the preference for teachers to use interim 

benchmark assessments to inform individual student learning needs (Huck, 2021). As all 

schools across the globe are still wrestling with learning recovery from COVID-19 

pandemic-related learning loss, supporting students who need additional support remains 

a high priority. Broad-based analysis of student academic performance data would still 

suggest that schools in the United States have not fully recovered from learning loss 

(Huck, 2021). And furthermore, there are a number of recently passed legislative acts in 

the state of Michigan that push schools to continue to provide individualized support for 

students, including Michigan’s Read by Grade Three law, Extended COVID-19 Learning 

Plans laws, and Michigan’s most recent School Aid Act which provides additional 

funding for high dosage tutoring programs. These factors combined present a compelling 

policy environment that pushes teachers to continue to focus on individualized learning 

and to make full use of tools that help inform individualized learning needs. IBAs appear 

to be moderately suited for that function. 

Improving alignment of district policies and expectations of IBA use to the utility 

that teachers place on IBAs may improve the use of IBAs in classroom-level decision-

making and thereby increase their value to teachers. Despite the fact that teachers largely 

only somewhat believe that their district's IBA is useful, this study does suggest that 

teachers do indeed believe that IBAs, in general, can be valuable tools to support them in 

the classroom. While prior research has shown that teachers use data to inform 

instructional decisions in a generalized way (Tsai & Tosh, 2020), there is little research to 
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show what specific use cases teachers say they utilize for interim benchmark 

assessments. While IBA providers may recommend certain practices to their clients, there 

is not a large body of evidence that shows how district clients, particularly teachers, use 

IBAs within the classroom. This study suggests, however, in both quantitative responses 

and qualitative responses, that teachers use IBAs in a screening capacity to identify 

students who may need additional intervention. Guidance on the use of data from 

organizations like the Michigan Assessment Consortium and the National Association for 

School Psychologists recommends that schools screen students for academic deficiency 

throughout a given school year (National Association of School Psychologists, 2016). 

Furthermore, Michigan law specifically requires that all students in grades Kindergarten 

through 3rd grade must assessed for reading deficiencies within the first 90 days of school. 

Given that screening is such a strongly advised practice, it makes sense that teachers 

perceive that identifying students for intervention is among the most useful functions of 

an interim benchmark assessment. 

Additionally, districts should consider emphasizing policy and guidance for 

teachers to use IBAs to plan individualized support for students. Both iReady and NWEA 

provide specific curriculum resources for students based on their individualized 

performance. These features may contribute to teachers' strong preference for using IBAs 

to support individualized instruction. NWEA, prior to its acquisition by Houghton Mifflin 

Harcourt, provided free online instructional content to students through Khan Academy. 

In fact, iReady specifically recommends to its clients that students should spend 45 

minutes or more engaged in its proprietary online software suite, which provides 

customized instructional content tailored to the concrete learning needs of each student 
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(Curriculum Associates, 2021). iReady presents evidence to its clients that students who 

spend 45 minutes or more in its online software suite are more likely to meet proficiency 

on state standards (Curriculum Associates, 2021). In some districts, providing students 

with 45 minutes of iReady computerized lessons during class time is a requirement for 

teacher lesson planning. All three IBA vendors included in this study provide training and 

guidance to teachers on specific ways that teachers can plan individualized instruction for 

students, particularly for students who fall beneath certain performance targets. Providing 

supplementary instructional content to students, as well as creating instructional groups 

based on those supplementary instructional resources, appears to have a strong value 

proposition for a significant proportion of teachers. 

Overall, the frequency of use data from this study suggests that teachers, in large 

measure, use data from interim benchmark assessments to assist them in meeting the 

needs of individual students. They frequently or occasionally use these data to identify 

students who may need intervention, use the data to inform small group interventions, 

help them plan those interventions, and help inform the setting of student learning goals. 

This aligns with prior research that suggests that these are ideal functions of interim 

benchmark assessments (Herman, 2010; Perie et al., 2009). Although research has not 

definitely proven that having access to IBA data shifts instructional practice or improves 

student outcomes (Perie et al., 2009), if teachers are to use IBA data at the classroom 

level, focusing on the learning needs of individual students appears to be the most ideal 

and frequently used function. 

Districts should shift focus away from functions that teachers don’t find useful. 

Prior research and guidance suggest that establishing the purpose of use is a 
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necessary first step in using assessment data (Michigan Assessment Consortium, 2017; 

Perie et al., 2007). This may suggest that not all tests, including IBAs, can serve all 

purposes equally. Certain assessments that are well suited for a particular set of purposes 

might not be well suited for others. For example, a formative assessment may be well-

suited to help a teacher determine the next steps in a particular daily lesson, but it would 

not be well-suited to help a college admissions officer determine college admission. 

Therefore, we would reasonably expect a college admissions officer never to use 

formative assessment to help them determine college admission. 

In this same light, teachers rarely or never used interim benchmark assessments to 

help them determine their own professional learning needs. This study showed that 

teachers did not find this function useful, and they never or rarely use IBAs for this 

function. This finding stands in conflict with earlier research, which showed that district 

administrators sought to have IBAs inform professional learning decisions (Buckley et 

al., 2010). On its surface, this can be seen as a logical conclusion: the academic 

performance results of students should drive the professional learning direction of staff. 

For example, if an interim benchmark assessment shows that students are below grade 

level in Numbers and Operations in Math, then a teacher should seek professional 

learning opportunities to help them improve their knowledge and professional capacity to 

teach mathematical operations. However, if teachers believe that IBAs have low utility 

for informing their professional learning needs, then district and school leaders should 

investigate other sources of data to inform professional learning needs. If district 

adoption, usage, and support of IBAs are in alignment with teacher utility theory, then it 

is possible that teacher usage of IBAs for specific functions may improve. 



57 
 

When we examine the findings for measuring the instructional effectiveness 

function of IBAs, we observe that, in large measure, teachers do not find this to be a 

useful function of IBAs, and teachers do not frequently use IBAs for this purpose. It is 

interesting to observe that this is a less frequently used function of IBAs. Many districts 

in this study require school administrators to use data from interim benchmark 

assessments in their teacher evaluation frameworks. 

Michigan educator evaluation law, until recently, required districts to base teacher 

evaluation ratings, in part, on assessment and growth data derived from valid and 

comparable assessments across grades. Many districts have local interpretations of this 

law that drive them to use data from IBAs to measure the instructional effectiveness of 

teaching and administrative staff. Yet, despite these policy requirements, teachers did not 

frequently use IBAs to measure their own instructional effectiveness. 

Planning whole group instruction is another function of IBAs that was not 

frequently used by most teachers. In general, data-based decision-making frameworks 

recommend that teachers use data to make informed decisions about whole group and 

whole class instruction (Peters, 2021; Prenger, 2018). For example, within the commonly 

adopted Multi-Tiered System of Student Support Frameworks, there is a strong insistence 

on improving Tier 1 instruction for all students (National Association of School 

Psychologists, 2016). Data reviews then become critical components of how schools can 

improve core instruction for all students. For example, if a review of IBA data suggests 

that students may struggle with identifying the author’s purpose in informational text, 

then this might inform whole school efforts to increase informational text- based 

curricular adoption and learning activities. This also might inform how teachers use 
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classroom curriculum resources to plan instruction for all students to improve 

performance in this target area. Yet, the findings in this study would suggest that using 

data from IBAs might not be a preferred method for teachers to measure and inform 

whole group planning needs. 

As discussed earlier, the qualitative analysis of the open-ended responses in the 

survey revealed, in part, that many teachers reported using multiple sources of assessment 

data, including diagnostic assessments, formative assessments, and classroom 

observations, to determine student intervention. This use of multiple data sources by 

teachers may explain why the identifying students for in-class intervention coefficient 

might be slightly lower than the other functions. Teachers may use multiple data sources 

to inform student intervention and, therefore, have varied perceptions of utility and 

frequency of use for that function, but teachers nearly universally see little value in IBAs 

for identifying their own professional development needs. 

IBAs aren’t that much different from each other, but more research is needed. 

While teachers in this study appeared to believe that Interim Benchmark 

assessments were somewhat useful, it is reasonable to assume that there was a difference 

in perception of usefulness across various interim benchmark assessments; each IBA 

publisher in this study presents its teachers with different information in different 

vendors. We have previously established and discussed that there is a broad interpretation 

of the term interim benchmark assessment in the K -12 education field. Each IBA 

publisher in this study provides teachers with different information in different ways. 

What these tools do have in common is that they are administered online directly to 

students, they are administered three times a school year, and they assess students in 
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Reading and Math. However, there are many distinct differences between these IBA 

tools. NWEA aggregates performance across grade levels into what it calls “RIT scores.” 

iReady’s achievement measure is a “scaled score,” and FastBridge’s is simply labeled a 

“score.” All three tools place those scores along a performance percentile range, spanning 

from 

1-99, against a national database of student scores respective to each vendor. 

However, different performance labels are associated with performance percentiles for 

student scores. iReady labels student scores as being on or below grade level, FastBridge 

labels scores according to high or low risk, and NWEA labels students with low and high 

achievement ranges. 

It makes sense then that teachers could have different perceptions of the 

usefulness of IBAs that may be driven by the type of IBA they use. Because each district 

typically utilizes one IBA across its entire collection of schools, teachers only have 

experience with one tool and do not use a range of tools within a single year. This study 

presents a unique opportunity to have some level of standard comparability across the 

three tools. EdReports, an organization that rates K12 curriculum materials, had plans to 

provide a review of these tools based on the expertise within their organization. This 

would have provided the K-12 Education field with a standardized comparison across 

many interim benchmark assessment tools. However, as of the writing of this 

dissertation, those plans were abandoned as NWEA and other vendors not in this study 

withdrew consent to have their assessment undergo review (Fittes, 2022). The purpose of 

this dissertation was to study teacher perceptions of the usefulness of interim benchmark 

assessment data in classroom-level instructional decisions and not necessarily to provide 
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a comprehensive review of each tool. Yet this study does contribute to the field’s 

knowledge about how these tools compare to one another and presents a standard by 

which to compare different IBA vendors. 

Even though there were no statistically significant differences across any of the 

tools in this study, it is interesting to note that slightly more teachers reported that they 

found iReady more useful than other tools. However, these results might have been 

influenced by the n size of iReady users in this study. iReady is a tool used by a minority 

of school districts in Oakland County. NWEA is the most widely used interim benchmark 

assessment vendor in the county. FastBridge is used by just a handful of districts. Further 

research across a much larger population of users, perhaps a statewide study conducted 

by a state education agency or even a national study, is advised. 

Districts should capitalize on experienced teachers to improve IBA utility and usage. 

 

In order to improve teacher perceptions of the utility of IBAs and thereby improve 

the frequency of their use in the classroom, experienced teachers might be an untapped 

resource in improving teacher practice within a school. Prior research has shown that 

professional learning and guidance in the use of data-based decision-making protocols 

support teacher practice (Datnow, 2015; Tsai & Tosh, 2020). However, research has also 

shown that personal guidance from veteran teachers to less veteran teachers on classroom 

instructional decisions was more useful than general guidance on data use alone. This 

may suggest that to improve the utility of IBAs within the context of instructional 

decisions, districts may need to incorporate more teacher voices and specific use cases 

from experienced teacher peers in professional learning design. Simply providing access 
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to data has not been shown to shift instructional practices (Tyler, 2013), and ultimately, 

shifting instructional practices is the central goal of data-based decision-making. 

While prior research has shown that teachers use data to inform instructional 

decisions in a generalized way (Tsai & Tosh, 2020), there is little research to show what 

specific use cases teachers say they utilize for interim benchmark assessments. While 

IBA providers may recommend certain practices to their clients, there is not a large body 

of evidence that shows how district clients, particularly teachers, use IBAs within the 

classroom. This study suggests, however, in both quantitative responses and qualitative 

responses, that teachers use IBAs in a screening capacity to identify students who may 

need additional intervention. Guidance on the use of data from organizations like the 

Michigan Assessment Consortium and the National Association for School Psychologists 

recommends that schools screen students for academic deficiency throughout a given 

school year (National Association of School Psychologists, 2016). Furthermore, 

Michigan law specifically requires that all students in grades Kindergarten through 3rd 

grade must assessed for reading deficiencies within the first 90 days of school. Given that 

screening is such a strongly advised practices, it makes sense that teachers perceive that 

identifying students for intervention is among the most useful functions of an interim 

benchmark assessment. 

Utility studies on other assessment formats may be needed. 

Prior research has shown that teachers use a variety of student data to support 

several classroom decisions (Datnow, 2015; Buckley et al., 2010; Tsai & Tosh, 2020). 

Indeed, this study has suggested that teachers use a variety of multiple sources of data in 

their decision-making process; they do not simply rely on one sole source of data to 
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support their classroom instructional decisions. Given that teachers have multiple sources 

of data to support their instructional decisions, like the Michigan Student Test of 

Educational Progress (M-STEP), curriculum-based measures, locally developed 

assessments, diagnostic assessments, progress monitoring assessments, and information 

gleaned from the formative assessment process, it is reasonable to suggest that teachers 

may hold different perceptions of the usability of different types of assessments. For 

example, it may be reasonable to hypothesize that teachers find the formative assessment 

process extremely useful to their instructional decisions, while M-STEP, given once a 

year in the spring of each school year, might not be useful at all. From this study, it is 

clear that teachers do find IBAs useful, but only to a limited degree. There may be other 

assessments that they find more useful to the context of the classroom instructional 

decisions. 

Additionally, this study limited its scope to the utility of interim benchmark 

assessments within classroom instructional decision-making. However, as previously 

discussed, assessments have many different uses and functions (Michigan Assessment 

Consortium, 2017), and those functions are not limited to classroom-level teacher-made 

decisions alone. For example, school districts routinely determine the placement of 

students in specialized educational services. 

Teachers, along with family caregivers, school administrators, and special 

education staff, collectively determine student placement into specialized educational 

services. In that context, it may be possible that interim benchmark assessments are very 

useful because they provide standardized reporting of student achievement compared to 

state and national standards. However, within the context of the classroom, this study 
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suggests that teachers do not find IBA very useful for supporting day-to-day classroom 

instruction. Additional research is needed to discover what is likely to be various levels 

of utility that teachers place in other assessment methods. 

Limitations 

 

Charter Schools, entities that receive authorization from external agencies like a 

university or school district, often have charter agreements that require schools to meet 

certain performance metrics. Many times, Charter schools use IBA performance as an 

accountability measure, and therefore, there may be a different professional attitude 

towards IBA performance in charter schools than in traditional public schools. There was 

only one charter school that agreed to be a part of this study, making charter school 

teachers underrepresented in this study. 

Additionally, large school districts, districts with 9,000 students or more, were not 

included in this study, as it was beyond the feasibility of this study to coordinate the 

distribution of the survey instrument across such a large body of schools and teachers 

within a single district. More research is needed across a larger body of teachers, perhaps 

even a statewide or national study. If interim benchmark assessments continue to be a 

part of the everyday fabric of K-12 Education, more research should be conducted on 

how schools use these data to support student learning. 

Conclusion 

The central inquiry of this dissertation was centered on the utility value that 

teachers place on interim benchmark assessments within their classroom instructional 

decision-making process. Are these tests indeed 24 Kart gold that take a front and center 
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place in teacher instructional decisions? Or, are they fool’s gold, promising valuable 

sources of student information but ultimately ending up being worthless? This study 

would suggest that the answer is somewhere in between. Teachers find interim 

benchmark assessment data to be somewhat useful in their decision-making process and 

use IBA data, along with many other types of data, to support a variety of instructional 

decisions. IBAs might not be the panacea of useful information that policymakers and 

IBA vendors claim, but teachers do use these data, to a degree, to inform their practice. 

Now, the key question remains: Why? While further research is needed to explain 

why teachers do not fully and frequently utilize IBA data in their instructional decision-

making process, the answer may lie in the scholarship of noted marketing professor Dr. 

Marcus Collins of the University of Michigan. In his signature text, For the Culture: The 

Power Behind What We Buy, What We Do and Who We Want to Be, Dr. Collins theorizes 

that the adoption of behaviors is influenced by people, not necessarily by advertisements, 

product quality, and features, or humbly speaking, publications from university 

researchers. “People, not marketing communications, convert people” (Collins, 2023, p. 

116). Therefore, if policymakers and school leaders want to convert teachers into full and 

frequent users of IBA data, the path forward may lie in uplifting the practices of their 

fellow teachers who successfully utilize IBA data within their classrooms. This is akin to 

finding a congregation of powerful IBA users and uplifting them by preaching the gospel 

of good data use in classroom practice. The state of Michigan has invested significant 

funds in districts to support purchasing these IBA tools, which have only modest impacts 

on classroom practices. It may be high time that policymakers redirect these funds from 

investment in products and, instead, into people. 
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SECTION 7 - SCHOLARLY PRACTITIONER REFLECTION 

 

Engaging in this dissertation process, indeed participating in the entire doctoral 

journey, has deepened my appreciation for research and fueled my intellectual curiosity 

for the unknown. Unfortunately, it has been my experience in K-12 schools, perhaps 

largely due to the custodial nature of schools’ responsibility for the care of minor 

children, that there often is little interest or time devoted to deeply exploring and 

conducting research. Decisions, though well-intentioned, are often rushed and made 

without sufficient complexity of dialogue. When school practitioners are engaged in self-

reflection, I often find that many cannot name the evidence base that supports the 

strategies they use. Sometimes, those strategies have no evidence base at all. Yet many 

school stakeholders hold strong convictions about what schools should do to support 

student learning and well-being. Therefore, through the completion of this dissertation, it 

is my earnest desire to help shape and shift dispositions toward quality research within 

the ranks of K-12 educators. It is my desire to make all schools powerful and wonderful 

places for humanity to grow and thrive. 

This first begins with the dissemination of this study. As I have mentioned in the 

Acknowledgement sections of this dissertation, I am profoundly grateful for the teachers 

and educational leaders who have supported me in this project. As promised, this spring 

and summer, I will be sharing the individual results of each district’s data with their 

district-level assessment leader. I will also share the aggregate findings of the study with 

all Oakland County assessment leaders and assistant superintendents through my role as 

the Supervisor of the Curriculum and Assessment unit at Oakland Schools. Furthermore, 
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as I write this very statement, I am pleased to report that this study has been selected by 

the Michigan School Testing Conference Executive Planning Committee to be delivered 

in a presentation at its upcoming annual conference in February 2025. This conference is 

attended by nearly 400 educators across the great state of Michigan and will be the only 

presentation that addresses how educators use data from interim benchmark assessments 

to inform their practice. I also plan to pursue opportunities to share the findings from this 

study at the American Education Research Association (AERA) Annual Meeting in 2025. 

I have previously had the privilege of attending AERA in 2023 and 2024, and I 

can say without a doubt that it is an experience that I have absolutely loved. In 

combination with my doctoral journey and this dissertation experience, they collectively 

have given me opportunities to engage in and witness rigorous, thoughtful dialogue on 

models, methodologies, and projects that vary in scope but are united in one goal: 

advancing our collective knowledge about how we can best invest in children. Through 

education, both through policy and practice, we have an opportunity to create futures for 

our children that can shatter the barriers of the unknown. I welcome that journey, and I 

hope that this dissertation is but one footstep into that journey towards the unknown. 

As I begin this journey, I take with me an appreciation for rigorous research 

methodology and research design. I have poured many hours into the writing and revision 

of this dissertation’s methodology section, with the careful and astute guidance of 

Professor Se Woong Lee. This process has been intellectually challenging for me, yet 

also rewarding. In fact, I specifically chose a quantitatively focused dissertation project 

because I believe the methodological rigor would be challenging (and fun). This process 

has developed me as a scholar to not only deeply explore topics of interest but also to 
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take on new challenges that are new and novel to who I am as an educator. I am a high 

school English teacher by trade, so statistics and models do not come naturally to me. 

However, I do fancy myself as a storyteller of sorts, and through this dissertation, I have 

learned that good research allows us to tell powerful stories. Even in quantitative data, the 

numbers are indeed speech, and there are stories to be told through the data if we have the 

skills and ears to listen. In this project, I hope I have told the stories of the hard- working 

teachers of Oakland County who skillfully incorporate data into their classroom decision-

making processes. And I hope to continue telling the stories of many school community 

members whose voices go unheard in educational policy decision-making. 

Through the skills and dispositions I have gained through this dissertation 

process, I believe I have enhanced my skill in crafting powerful stories to influence 

critical decision- making – influencing them for the better. This is what I hope to carry 

forward in my path as an educational leader, both formally in my role as a county-wide 

administrator and informally as a colleague united with my educational peers to critically 

examine and re-examine our practices in schools. Collectively, there is so much we know, 

yet there is also so much we don’t know. This process has taught me to embrace the 

humility of the unknown, chasing the various and varied ways of knowing and bringing 

people along for the ride. So, in many ways, this dissertation is not the end but rather the 

beginning of a new phase in my work and identity as a scholar and a servant in helping 

our schools be the thriving heartbeats of our community. 
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APPENDIX A 

Survey Items Framework 

 

Participant Identification Block 

 

1. Which district or charter school do you work in? [Drop Down List of Districts & 

Charter Schools] 

2. Which grade level(s) do you primarily teach [Multi-Select Multiple choice of K-8] 

3. Which content areas(s) do you primarily teach? 

a. Reading 

b. Math 

c. Reading and Math 

d. Neither Reading or Math 

 

Interim Benchmark Assessment Identification Block 

 

Note: The State of Michigan provides funding for schools to administer an approved 

interim benchmark assessment to students in grades K-8 in Reading and 

Math. 

4. Which of the following Interim Benchmark Assessments does your district administer 

to your students? 

a. FastBridge 

b. iReady 

c. NWEA 

d. STAR 

e. District Developed Assessment 

5. How many years of experience do you have in administering or using data from this 

assessment? [Multiple choice, 0-5 years or more] 

 

Interim Assessment Usefulness Block 

6. How strongly do you agree or disagree that interim benchmark assessments can help 

you improve your instructional practice? [Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Agree, Strongly 

Agree] 

7. Overall, how useful do you believe your district’s interim benchmark assessment is 

inyour instructional decision-making? [Not Useful, Somewhat Useful, Useful, Very 

Useful] 

Instructional Decisions Block 
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8. How useful do you believe the data from your interim benchmark assessment is in 

making the following instructional decisions? [Not Useful, Somewhat Useful, Useful, 

Very Useful] 

a. Creating instructional groups in my classroom 

b. Planning whole group instruction 

c. Planning instruction for individual students 

d. Setting learning goals with students 

e. Identifying students for in-class intervention 

f. Measuring my instructional effectiveness 

g. Identifying my own professional development needs 

h. None of the above 

 

9. How frequently do you use the data from your interim benchmark assessment in the 

following instructional decisions [Never, Rarely, Occasionally, Frequently] 

a. Creating instructional groups in my classroom 

b. Planning whole group instruction 

c. Planning instruction for individual students 

d. Setting learning goals with students 

e. Identifying students for in-class intervention 

f. Measuring my instructional effectiveness 

g. Identifying my own professional development needs 

 

10. What other ways do you use data from this assessment in your instruction? [open text 

box field] 

Survey items based on research (Bulkley et al., 2010; Olah et al., 2010; Herman et al., 

2010; Perie et al., 2007) 
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