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Executive Summary

In today’s dynamic and rapidly changing world, future-ready skills such as critical thinking, 

communication, collaboration, and creativity are increasingly recognized as essential for 

student success in schooling, postsecondary pursuits, and life. These competencies not only 

prepare students to navigate complex challenges but also empower them to become lifelong 

learners with the ability to pursue meaningful goals. To support this vision, many states and 

districts have adopted Portrait of a Graduate frameworks, which define the future-ready skills 

and competencies students should develop throughout their educational journey. 

Despite their importance, these skills are often overlooked in traditional assessment systems, 

which tend to focus on content knowledge and standardized measures. Recognizing this 

gap, Digital Promise and Pearson partnered to explore how districts are assessing future-

ready skills. The innovative practices, common challenges, and actionable insights shared 

here emerged from interviews and in-person convening presentations and discussions with 

districts leading Portrait of a Graduate efforts. 

Findings 

•	 Districts are exploring a range of assessment strategies. These include 

curriculum-embedded tasks, performance-based assessments, student-led 

defenses of learning, and scenario-based, tech-enabled assessments—some of 

which incorporate artificial intelligence. 

•	 These approaches aim to meet several goals: measure student ability, improve 

instruction, communicate with families, and evaluate Portrait implementation. 

•	 Districts prioritize student-centered assessments that emphasize growth, 

self-evaluation, and feedback over claims of proficiency. 

•	 Districts face challenges in ensuring reliability and validity, particularly when devel-

oping rubrics and tools that are comparable and adaptable to local contexts. 

•	 Additionally, districts must navigate tensions between future-ready skills assessment 

practices and existing state and national accountability systems, which traditionally 

do not include or prioritize measures of future-ready skills. 
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Recommendations 

To move this work forward, several recommendations have emerged for both district leaders 

and the broader K–12 education field. 

District leaders building systems of assessment for future-ready skills are encouraged to: 

•	 Clarify their local purpose and goals for future-ready skills assessment and align 

their assessment system with their instructional vision. 

•	 Ensure they establish shared expectations for student performance and develop-

ment of future-ready skills. This includes defining skill expectations through rubrics, 

learning progressions, and “I can” statements that make skills visible and actionable. 

•	 Build shared ownership in the system across educators, students, families, and 

community members to support a successful implementation. 

At the system level, the field should: 

•	 Invest in research and development to create reliable and valid tools for assessing 

future-ready skills. 

•	 Align recognition systems across K–12, postsecondary education, and the workforce 

to ensure that future-ready skills are valued beyond the classroom. 

•	 Foster collaborative communities of practice among district leaders to accelerate 

innovation by allowing educators to share strategies, address challenges, and build 

collective capacity for meaningful assessment. 
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Introduction

To succeed in today’s postsecondary environment and workforce, high school graduates need to acquire 

key future-ready skills such as critical thinking, communication, collaboration, and creativity as well as the 

dispositions to enable life-long learning. We can better prepare students for a life of well-being, fulfillment, 

and economic security by intentionally designing learning experiences that develop these skills. Classrooms 

where students are building future-ready skills empower students by fostering agency, curiosity, purpose 

and connection in their K-12 experiences. To elevate this focus on future-ready skills, many school districts 

have developed a Portrait of a Graduate. Also called a Profile of a Learner or Life-Ready Graduate, these 

frameworks define and communicate the skills and competencies that a community believes their students 

should attain and embody by graduation. The specific skills, competencies, and dispositions each district 

includes in their Portrait of a Graduate vary across school districts and reflect the unique needs, interests, 

and context of each community.1 

While districts might have clear goals for their graduates, educators often lack experience integrating 

future-ready skills in everyday teaching and learning. The competencies, skills, and dispositions included 

in Portraits of a Graduate are interdisciplinary, connecting to and showing up in multiple disciplines and 

content areas. This cross-cutting nature of future-ready skills included in Portraits of a Graduate presents 

a challenge for district leaders to track if the skills are being intentionally taught and fostered in students 

across disciplines and grade levels. Future-ready skills included in Portraits of a Graduate are also intercon-

nected, making it hard to tease apart where one skill starts and another ends. For example, collaboration 

often requires communication, so while they are distinct skills, assessing them independently can be 

challenging. District leaders are looking for ways to understand how classroom experiences are supporting 

students to develop each of these skills distinctly and in concert with related skills. Assessing future-

ready skills included in Portraits of a Graduate can help district leaders understand how well students are 

developing these skills. However, in many current systems, future-ready skills are not directly correlated to 

commonly used assessment methods, grading policies, and learning objectives based on state or national 

standards. District leaders have articulated a need to better understand how to gather information about 

students’ future-ready skills development, how teachers incorporate these skills in instruction, and the 

school and system supports that enable and promote students to build these key skills. 

To address this challenge, Digital Promise, in partnership with Pearson, reached out to school districts 

currently implementing or developing assessment practices that measure, analyze, and communicate 

students’ Portrait of a Graduate skill development. We interviewed 16 school districts, each of which was at 

a different point in their Portrait of a Graduate journey. We then hosted an in-person convening attended 

by eight school districts from around the country to dive deeply into each district's unique assessment 

approach (see Appendix A). Participating districts reflected on opportunities and challenges within their 

approach, engaged in consultancies around shared problems of practice, and co-designed potential 

future-ready skills assessment solutions. Our driving question was: What approaches are school districts 

in the United States leveraging to notice and recognize student growth and development of Portrait of 

a Graduate skills, competencies, and dispositions? This report is a summary of our findings on the assess-

ment approaches districts are using to support assessment of their unique Portraits of a Graduate. 

1	To learn more about school district Portraits of a Graduate, refer to Appendix A which contains links to Portraits of a Graduate of the districts that contributed to this 
report.
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Our learnings are organized in three sections: Findings, Insights, and Recommendations. In the Findings 

section, we describe the different methods that districts have used to collect, analyze, and report evidence 

about student learning. We discuss each approach’s relative strengths and challenges and provide illustrative 

examples from participating school districts. In the Insights section, we look across districts to synthesize 

shared opportunities and challenges the field is facing in efforts to assess and support development of 

student Portrait of a Graduate skills. In the concluding section, we provide recommendations for school 

districts, researchers, policymakers, and content-developers who are designing or implementing assessment 

of Portrait of a Graduate skills, competencies, and dispositions. Ultimately, we hope this report serves as a 

resource to educators and leaders to design more meaningful systems of assessment that enable students to 

gain essential skills for lifelong success and well-being. 
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Finding: Districts are using a wide variety of methods for 
assessing student development of Portrait of a Graduate skills

Of the sixteen school districts included in this report, we found a wide variance in how districts are planning 

for and implementing assessment on future-ready skills named in their Portrait of a Graduate. Overall, there 

was a common desire to create assessments that aligned with the Portrait of a Graduate goal of creating 

authentic learning experiences. However, in the seven districts that had a Portrait of a Graduate assessment 

in place, assessments varied across contexts. In many cases, districts were using multiple approaches to 

assess student growth related to Portrait of a Graduate skills. Districts may use one type of assessment 

for yearly data collection and a different type of assessment for ongoing monitoring. Or, districts may use 

different assessments at the secondary and elementary levels. In some cases assessments were specific to 

individual schools within a school district. Most district leaders were interested in assessment approaches 

based on rich, authentic tasks and approaches that could be used to develop student skills and prompt 

self-evaluation and reflection.

We define assessment as the process of gathering, analyzing, and interpreting evidence of student learning 

in relation to meaningful learning goals. Based on this definition, we organized districts’ activities and 

methods into three components of assessment: (1) collecting evidence of student ability related to Portrait 

of a Graduate skills, (2) evaluating and analyzing that evidence, and (3) reporting and communicating 

student growth (Figure 1). The following sections are presented according to these components.

In each section we highlight specific examples from districts we spoke to. These examples are not meant 

to represent the whole of those districts’ work, or an exhaustive list of potential strategies, but rather to 

provide specificity to each method we are describing. In most cases the highlighted methods represent just 

one part of a district’s assessment approach. In Table 1 we share the methods of collecting, analyzing, and 

reporting evidence districts are using alongside examples from districts. 

Figure 1. District strategies organized by assessment component observed in the landscape scan.

Collecting
Evidence

• Performance task

• Technology-enhanced 
scenarios

• Defense of learning

• Curriculum embedded 
activities and assessments

Analyzing and 
Interpreting

• Rubrics

• Self-reflection

Communicating 
Performance & Progress

• Report card

• Microcredential

• Dashboards

Assessment
Assessment is the process of 

gathering, analyzing, and interpreting 
student evidence of learning in 

relation to meaningful learning goals 
to be used for decision making.
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Table 1. District Methods Organized by Assessment Component

Method Definition District Example

Methods of collecting evidence of student ability

Curriculum-embedded 
classroom activities and 
assessments

Wide variety of teacher-created, 
curriculum-embedded activities that allow 
students to develop and demonstrate 
Portrait of a Graduate skills.

Ephrata Area School District High 
School Math example curriculum-
embedded classroom activity

Performance tasks Tasks that require students to demonstrate 
Portrait of a Graduate skills to create or 
produce a relevant response or solution 
(e.g., essay, presentation, proposal, etc.).

Howard-Suamico School 
District 4th grade social studies 
performance task

Defenses of learning Presentation of learning using artifacts 
to demonstrate and defend readiness 
for a next step (e.g., promotion, 
graduation). Students select evidence that 
demonstrates their Portrait of a Graduate 
skills and a trained panel provides scores 
on student proficiency.

Shelby County Public Schools 
defense of learning expectations

Scenario-based tasks 
leveraging emerging 
technology

Interactive scenario- or challenge-based 
assessments that often leverage AI to 
provide student feedback and aggregate 
performance data. 

Varies by emerging technology 
approach

Methods of analyzing and evaluating student performance

Locally-developed rubrics Tools defining performance expectations 
per grade level or grade band; used to 
evaluate student work and norm on 
expectations for performance.

North Salem Central School 
District 5th grade critical & creative 
thinker self-evaluation rubric

Self-evaluation Tools or scaffolds that guide students 
in self-assessment of their Portrait of a 
Graduate skills.

Example of teacher-designed 
3rd-5th grade rubric and self-
evaluation tool from Norwalk 
Public Schools

Methods of reporting and communicating student ability and growth

Report cards Integration of scores or holistic 
evaluations of student performance on 
Portrait of a Graduate skills in traditional 
report cards.

Screenshot of sample report card 
views from Ephrata Area School 
District

Badging Certification indicating student 
performance meets expectations for 
Portrait of a Graduate skill development.

South Glens Falls Community 
School District Badge Book

District level dashboards Web-based platform that presents 
aggregated and disaggregated data on 
student Portrait of a Graduate ability.

Shelby County Public Schools 
district-level dashboard

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1arYGVkaGJddBfuxJjpz-qpx-vAkHpWX4/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1arYGVkaGJddBfuxJjpz-qpx-vAkHpWX4/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1arYGVkaGJddBfuxJjpz-qpx-vAkHpWX4/view?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1_QnqQO_xJHodD41NM1bZC87Z6-OZq_SXxydQRUK1uSc/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1_QnqQO_xJHodD41NM1bZC87Z6-OZq_SXxydQRUK1uSc/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1_QnqQO_xJHodD41NM1bZC87Z6-OZq_SXxydQRUK1uSc/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1oHf1aFOQoMFlxPV5T2VmSdUXvdEDdIXHMKeUccE-qBw/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1oHf1aFOQoMFlxPV5T2VmSdUXvdEDdIXHMKeUccE-qBw/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1RzsNSv4jNFG3QUAw-R2MK-pSwoBLnuclyvGzGBGLNf4/edit?slide=id.g38124b6b9ed_0_0#slide=id.g38124b6b9ed_0_0
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1RzsNSv4jNFG3QUAw-R2MK-pSwoBLnuclyvGzGBGLNf4/edit?slide=id.g38124b6b9ed_0_0#slide=id.g38124b6b9ed_0_0
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1RzsNSv4jNFG3QUAw-R2MK-pSwoBLnuclyvGzGBGLNf4/edit?slide=id.g38124b6b9ed_0_0#slide=id.g38124b6b9ed_0_0
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1oj5svyUa-5Q9rRyjx3LrnzDOcvx-2OBO/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1oj5svyUa-5Q9rRyjx3LrnzDOcvx-2OBO/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1oj5svyUa-5Q9rRyjx3LrnzDOcvx-2OBO/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1oj5svyUa-5Q9rRyjx3LrnzDOcvx-2OBO/view?usp=drive_link
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1SsCH7o-SF31OgE52_Mu-MAFlU5GRlh4jmjInRDhUpCM/edit?slide=id.g3635ed1d6ca_0_2#slide=id.g3635ed1d6ca_0_2
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1SsCH7o-SF31OgE52_Mu-MAFlU5GRlh4jmjInRDhUpCM/edit?slide=id.g3635ed1d6ca_0_2#slide=id.g3635ed1d6ca_0_2
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1SsCH7o-SF31OgE52_Mu-MAFlU5GRlh4jmjInRDhUpCM/edit?slide=id.g3635ed1d6ca_0_2#slide=id.g3635ed1d6ca_0_2
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1LS_0y-tgzpBVy-WJedyhYsk2W6yjvCGElURtmx0z2yQ/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1LS_0y-tgzpBVy-WJedyhYsk2W6yjvCGElURtmx0z2yQ/edit?usp=sharing
https://lookerstudio.google.com/reporting/4e99451b-0710-47ca-8db4-e5e8f5307411/page/p_stvtgftrqd
https://lookerstudio.google.com/reporting/4e99451b-0710-47ca-8db4-e5e8f5307411/page/p_stvtgftrqd
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Collecting evidence of student abilities

A primary purpose of the assessment of future-ready skills is to determine what a student knows and can do 

in relation to a specific skill in order to support the student’s ongoing growth and development of that skill. 

Determining what a student knows and can do requires gathering evidence of student ability via an inten-

tionally-designed measurement tool. While many validated measures exist to assess core academic content 

and practices, the assessment of future-ready skills is less evolved. We found that most districts we spoke to 

use a combination of classroom activities, scenario-based tasks leveraging emerging technologies, perfor-

mance tasks, and defenses of learning to gather evidence of student ability and growth of future-ready skills 

found in their Portrait of a Graduate. In this section we describe each method in more detail.

Curriculum-embedded Activities and Assessments

Districts are interested in how teacher-designed assessments, as well as daily learning activities,can serve 

as assessments of Portrait of a Graduate skills. One district was formally using this approach as part of their 

assessment system. Others were exploring this option but had not yet created a systematic approach to 

quantifying scores and feedback on these curriculum-embedded, teacher-designed classroom activities. 

In Action: Teachers in Ephrata Area 

School District in Pennsylvania 

develop or select six assignments per 

marking period that elicit evidence 

of student skills and dispositions 

from their Portrait of a Graduate. 

Teachers use rubrics developed 

by the school district to evaluate 

student performance, rating student 

work as recognizing, under-
standing, or applying the skill or 

disposition. Teachers enter scores of 

student performance in the district’s 

student information system. 

An advantage of a system that is designed to regularly 

collect evidence of student performance across content 

areas is that it provides a breadth of data about student 

growth and development of Portrait of a Graduate skills. 

The system in Ephrata captures data and evidence of 

student performance from a variety of settings and tasks 

over time. Teachers explained that by providing students 

frequent opportunities to demonstrate Portrait of a 

Graduate skills and dispositions, they feel less pressure 

to inflate scores on specific assignments. Each score 

represents a student demonstration of a skill in a specific 

instance, and is not a holistic representation of that 

student’s overall ability. This system may relieve the pres-

sure of evaluating a skill via a single measure, and facilitate 

more accurate scoring, which ultimately better supports 

student development of skills. Ephrata is continuing to 

provide professional development to increase teacher 

comfort and familiarity with scoring students’ demonstra-

tions of their skills and dispositions. 

A potential concern of assessing future-ready skills via 

teacher-designed curriculum-embedded classroom 

activities is the potential additional workload on 

teachers. Ephrata has found that by providing ongoing, 

teacher-centered professional development alongside the 

requirement to regularly assess student performance on 

Portrait of a Graduate skills has instead led to increased 
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willingness of teachers to share strategies and activities to support student growth in these areas. Another 

potential challenge with this approach is the variability in the types and quality of assignments that teachers 

may use to assess Portrait of a Graduate skills. While the wide range of assignments used by Ephrata 

teachers might make it difficult to claim that each scored assignment is individually a valid assessment of 

Ephrata’s Portrait of a Graduate skills and dispositions, in aggregate they provide meaningful and useful data 

that comprises one portion of Ephrata’s overall system of assessment. Ephrata has moved to these frequent 

assessment points with (1) an emphasis on student growth, and (2) as part of a larger system of Portrait of a 

Graduate assessment that includes cornerstone projects and a Life Ready Graduate Certificate. 

Figure 2. Example of a curriculum-embedded classroom activity that 
employs communication, empathy, collaboration and teamwork from 
Ephrata Area School District
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A benefit of performance tasks district leaders shared is that they can provide rich, complex opportunities 

for students to demonstrate multiple Portrait of a Graduate skills in one assessment. Performance tasks 

embedded within the course curriculum allow students to develop and demonstrate their Portrait of a 

Graduate skills alongside content-specific knowledge. Performance tasks require students to demonstrate 

their knowledge and skills through authentic, integrated products. Another benefit of performance tasks is 

that district leaders reported that students often find these assessments engaging and meaningful. 

A notable challenge of the use of performance tasks is that educators sometimes struggle to score student 

work consistently and with fidelity across students, classrooms, and schools. District leaders shared that 

inconsistent scoring practices have decreased their trust in scores as accurate and fair representations of 

student ability. Additionally, in some instances in which performance tasks are administered outside of the 

core teaching and learning cycle, sometimes as “one-off” assessments, teachers reported the assessment 

felt unconnected to daily learning and students did not always fully engage with the task. District leaders 

interpreted that the tasks can feel like “one more thing” the teachers need to find time to administer. 

In Action: District leaders and teachers from North Salem 

Central School District in New York developed problem-solving 

tasks aligned to the curriculum at each grade level. These tasks 

require students to propose a solution to a content-related 

problem using the district’s problem solving cycle. Teachers 

have access to the materials needed to implement these tasks 

as well as rubrics to evaluate student responses. 

Performance Tasks 

In four of the school districts we interviewed, at least one form of Portrait of a Graduate assessment was 

centered around a performance task (e.g., a student-developed response or solution such as an essay, 

presentation, etc.). These tasks are often embedded in the curriculum, though they may also be stand-alone 

assessments. Several districts administer performance tasks at specific grade levels as benchmark-like 

assessments to monitor student performance over time. 

In Action: Howard-Suamico School District in 

Wisconsin incorporates performance tasks to 

assess student growth on Portrait of a Graduate 

skills. The district provides rubrics, examples, 

and suggested classroom practices to support 

implementation of the performance tasks. Figure 

3 represents an example of a fourth-grade social 

studies task.
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Figure 3. Howard-Suamico School District performance task

Defenses of Learning

Two districts we interviewed have implemented a student defense of learning as a way to collect and 

evaluate evidence of student ability and development of Portrait of a Graduate skills. This method leverages 

student-selected artifacts, presented to a trained panel, as evidence to demonstrate and defend students' 

proficiency and readiness for a next step, like promotion to the next grade or graduation.

District leaders shared that this approach to collecting and sharing evidence of Portrait of a Graduate skills is 

a powerful experience for students, teachers, caregivers, and community members alike. It allows students 

to reflect on their skills and growth in authentic and personalized ways, and has improved connections 

between educators and the community. Moreover, it can prompt teachers to provide more opportunities 

for students to develop future-ready skills as a regular part of teaching and learning. 

Similar to performance tasks, one challenge with defenses of learning is achieving score reliability. Shelby 

has taken action to ensure that the feedback and scores students receive are consistent across reviewers 

and grade levels. Shelby holds calibration sessions where teachers watch a recorded defense of learning 

from prior years, score the defense, and then discuss their scores and feedback. Based on teacher input 

during these sessions, along with student suggestions for revisions, Shelby is continually refining their 

rubrics and scoring process to increase reliability of the scores and feedback provided to students.
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Figure 4. Student presenting during a defense of learning in Shelby County, Kentucky

Scenario-Based Tasks Leveraging Emerging Technologies

Another strategy for gathering data about student development of Portrait of a Graduate skills is the use 

of stand-alone assessments of skills that leverage emerging technologies. These types of assessments are 

generally not integrated within the course curriculum and are often designed and developed externally 

(not by the district or teachers). These assessments are technology-enhanced and may be scenario- or 

challenge-based and augmented by AI. While only one district we spoke with was planning to pilot this type 

of assessment, several other districts were interested in the potential of scenario-based tasks that leverage 

emerging technologies but had not yet identified a tool to use. We have included this method here due to 

the rapid adoption of emerging technologies in K-12 education. 

In Action: In 5th, 8th, and 12th grades, students of Shelby County 

Public Schools in Kentucky present a defense of learning to 

educators and community members. Students collect artifacts or 

samples of their learning across time and explain how the collec-

tion demonstrates they have met a specific level of competency 

or performance on each of their district’s Portrait of a Graduate 

skills. The defense of learning presentations are evaluated using 

a rubric that the county revises each year based on rater, student, 

and teacher feedback. Staff serve as reviewers of the defenses 

of learning and families and community members attend the 

defenses of learning to provide feedback to students. Sometimes community members are 

so impressed with a student's presentations that they offer the student a job on the spot. In 

Shelby, the defense of learning serves as a graduation requirement for seniors, while also 

functioning as a lower-stakes activity for students in 5th and 8th grade.
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A potential benefit of an AI-assisted scenario-based assessment is its ability to provide each student with 

rich and meaningful feedback about their performance. Because an AI-assisted tool can be trained on a 

district’s Portrait of a Graduate learning progressions, the tool can give specific, personalized feedback to 

each student that is aligned with the future-ready skills identified by the community and the school district. 

This ability to give specific feedback to each student could free up the teacher to focus on other tasks such 

as conferencing with students or providing small-group tutoring in identified areas of need.

Because AI-assisted scenario-based assessments are relatively untested, there is some concern about how 

well they can provide accurate and personalized feedback; this district plans to carefully monitor the impact 

of the use of their AI-assisted tool on students. Tools that use emerging technology should always be care-

fully reviewed for safety, including privacy and fairness. Student data needs to be protected and guarded 

against unauthorized access. Additionally, humans (such as teachers or students) should have opportunities 

to override an AI-based decision or output. Another potential concern with these scenario-based tasks is 

that they may not be connected to course content, which could reduce learners’ ability to apply these skills 

in new contexts.

Evaluating and analyzing student performance

Based on interviews and convening presentations, we found that districts are using two main methods to 

evaluate and analyze student performance on future-ready skills assessments: rubrics and student self-eval-

uations. Each of these methods allow districts to articulate unique, local expectations for performance 

as well a progression of development of each skill; the central focus is on growth. In this section we will 

expand on each of these methods. 

In Action: One district will pilot an AI-enhanced tool that provides students with 

a scenario and a series of prompts that ask students to describe, for instance, 

their problem-solving approach to the scenario. The tool has the ability to cap-

ture student responses through video (recording voice, expression, and gesture 

as students respond to prompts) or text in multiple languages for accessibility. 

Using natural language processing, the tool can analyze student responses and 

uses machine learning to compare those responses to rubrics of future-ready 

skills aligned to those in the district’s Portrait of a Graduate. The AI-assisted tool 

is then able to provide feedback to students about their future-ready skills, based 

on the evidence in their responses. Students would not receive an individual 

score for this activity, but the district would be able to collect information about 

aggregate scores across a grade level and school. By piloting this assessment 

tool, the district will be able to collect baseline data about the current level of 

student ability on each of their Portrait of a Graduate skills. This school district is 

especially interested in learning how students respond to the tool.
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Locally-developed Rubrics

Of the seven districts with assessments in place, all are using locally developed, grade-banded rubrics 

to evaluate student evidence and demonstration of Portrait of a Graduate skills. Whether students are 

producing performance tasks, presenting defenses of learning, or engaging in classroom activities, districts 

use rubrics to provide scores and feedback. Rubrics identify the outcomes and evidence that represent 

specific levels of student performance on each Portrait of a Graduate skill. In most cases, rubrics were 

developed at the district level with input from educators. In a few cases, students and community members 

reviewed and provided feedback on rubrics. After their development, district leaders worked with school 

leaders and instructional coaches to ensure teachers were familiar with the district rubrics. 

One strength of locally-developed rubrics is that they 

are representative of each district’s unique context 

and goals. Districts often develop their rubrics based 

on child development and educational research 

related to future-ready skill development, in concert 

with local definitions of their Portrait of a Graduate 

skills and competencies. Involving students, staff, and 

community members in the development of rubrics 

has helped establish a shared understanding of Portrait 

of a Graduate skills and performance indicators. 

A challenge with using locally-developed rubrics is the 

potential for wide variability in teachers' scores. Many 

districts address this reliability issue by holding calibra-

tion sessions in which groups of educators review and 

collectively score student work samples. Key to this 

process is discussing and unpacking different interpre-

tations and applications of rubric score levels. 

In Action: Norwalk Public Schools released 

their Portrait of a Graduate in 2024 and 

have prioritized developing assessments for 

critical thinking. In the 2024-2025 school 

year, a cohort of nine teachers co-designed 

assessment tools for their classroom. Using 

the learning progression developed by 

district leaders, teachers created a rubric to 

evaluate student projects and presentations.  

Figure 5: Norwalk Public Schools 3rd-5th grade critical thinker rubric 
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Student Self-Evaluation

One way in which districts ensure that Portrait of a Graduate evaluation remains personal and growth-ori-

ented is by including self-evaluation as a part of their system of Portrait of a Graduate assessment. Five of 

the seven districts that had assessments of student performance on Portrait of a Graduate skills in place 

were explicitly integrating student self-evaluation into their assessment practices. 

A benefit of frequent self-evaluation is that it 

compels students to unpack each Portrait of a 

Graduate skill and better understand expectations 

for their performance. Many Portraits of a Graduate 

specifically name the development of student 

metacognition, thinking about one’s thinking and 

learning processes, as a goal. Using self-evaluation 

provides an important process for students to build 

their metacognitive skills. 

One concern with this approach is ensuring teachers 

do not over-rely on student self-evaluation, but also 

incorporate other methods of assessment. District 

leaders expressed that receiving and reflecting on 

external and expert feedback—from teachers, peers, 

and community members—is essential for students 

to know how and in what ways they can continue to 

develop their future-ready skills. 

In Action: Howard-Suamico School District 

in Wisconsin works with teachers to 

provide frequent, ongoing opportunities 

for students to evaluate their future-ready 

skills and abilities. Among other assessment 

strategies, teachers use self-evaluation tools 

to encourage students to reflect on their 

areas of strength and growth. For instance, 

graphic organizers provide students 

opportunities to notice with specificity how, 

where, and when they demonstrate future-

ready skills, and are aligned with Howard-

Suamico’s learning progressions.

Figure 6. Examples of teacher-designed student self-evaluation tools used in Howard-Suamico, Wisconsin
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Reporting and communicating student performance

The interviews and district presentations indicated that districts are using three main methods to report 

and communicate student performance and growth of future-ready skills in their Portrait of a Graduate: 

report cards, badging, and district dashboards. Each of these methods serve a distinct purpose and reflect 

a district’s need to consider multiple audiences when sharing assessment results. In this section we will 

discuss each of these methods. 

In Action: Each marking period, students 

in Ephrata Area School District receive 

multiple scores tied to assessments of 

Ephrata’s Portrait of a Graduate skills and 

dispositions on their report cards. Each 

teacher provides six scores on student 

demonstration of Portrait of a Graduate 

skills. The average of the two most recent 

scores is reported on report cards each 

marking period and students, parents, and 

staff can view student’s historical scores 

as well. District-level, aggregate data of 

students' skills can be viewed by district 

leaders to help inform decision-making 

regarding professional development.

Badging

Three districts we spoke with are experimenting with badging as a means of communicating student achieve-

ment related to Portrait of a Graduate skills. Badges are visuals that represent specific skills and are awarded 

when students have demonstrated proficiency. Badges can be awarded physically, in a booklet or on a bulletin 

board, or digitally, using a learning management system or electronic portfolio.

Districts that use this approach report that it generates significant interest and excitement from students. 

Earning badges inspires students and the system provides teachers with opportunities to celebrate students’ 

strengths and growth. Schools that use standards-based grading find this system of reporting student perfor-

mance is familiar to teachers, students, and caregivers. 

Badging systems have some of the same challenges as other methods of evaluating and communicating 

student performance on future-ready skills. Without valid measures and strong systems, badges may not 

be awarded consistently and comparably across students and skills. Furthermore, badging systems need to 

Report Cards

Districts primarily aim to reach students and their 

caregivers, who each want to understand student 

growth and progress on the development of 

future-ready skills. Two districts that we spoke with 

have addressed this goal by including Portrait of a 

Graduate skills scores in traditional report cards. 

A benefit of using report cards to report and 

communicate student ability is that students, 

families, and staff are all familiar with this format. 

This approach allows districts to leverage an existing 

system and it avoids the pitfall of adding an addi-

tional platform or tool for caregivers, students, and 

staff to learn. 

A challenge with this reporting method is ensuring 

that students and caregivers understand the meaning 

surrounding the specific scores and skills that appear 

on the report card. Communicating the context of 

these scores through narrative reports can be an 

effective way to address this concern. 
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Figure 7. South Glens Falls School District (NY) Badge Book and I Can statements

Dashboards

Districts we spoke with are also interested in, 

developing, or implementing dashboards that 

allow teachers, school leaders, and/or district 

leaders to view student Portrait of a Graduate 

skills scores across schools and at the aggre-

gate district level. Two districts we spoke to 

have a dashboard in place. Four districts have 

dashboard tools they are experimenting with or 

use for other assessments and are determining 

how to use these as part of their Portrait of 

a Graduate. District leaders report that these 

dashboards inform their understanding of how 

students are performing related to their districts’ 

Portrait of a Graduate skills. 

In Action: Shelby County 

Public Schools developed 

a district dashboard that 

aggregates student data on 

their defenses of learning 

by grade level, school, and 

demographic. District leaders 

use the dashboard to support decision-making 

about professional learning needs and resource 

development. Shelby provides a public link to 

their district dashboard, making the data acces-

sible and visible to caregivers, business leaders, 

and community members.

include a process by which students receive an explanation of why they did or did not earn a badge, as 

well as feedback that can support their continued growth. Badging is best used as part of a wider system of 

assessment with careful thought to collecting student evidence and evaluating that evidence.

In Action: In South Glens Falls, students earn a badge when 

they demonstrate one of the district’s Portrait of a Graduate 

skills. Students each have a physical Badge Book where they 

collect their badges in the form of stickers. Included in the 

Badge Book are “I can…” statements for each skill, which 

supports student understanding of the skill and associated 

behaviors and actions. Badges are awarded by teachers as well 

as principals and district leaders using the district-level criteria 

as exhibited in the “I can…” statements.
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District dashboards can help district leaders within and across grade levels, classrooms, and schools. District 

and school level data can then be used to inform professional development and coaching focus areas and 

priorities. Furthermore, district leaders are often required to share data regarding student outcomes with 

school boards and other stakeholders; dashboards provide aggregate data that can meet this and other 

needs. In addition, most dashboards have visualizing and data sharing capabilities that support educators 

and district leaders in interpreting data to support ongoing student development of Portrait of a Graduate 

skills via instructional shifts, targeted supports, and other strategies. 

A challenge related to developing and maintaining dashboards is the technical skills and resources required 

to either build a functioning tool or partner with a platform that is willing to customize their system to align 

with the district’s needs. Dashboards that operate by syncing data from multiple sources (e.g., student 

information systems, learning management systems, etc.) relieve district personnel from inputting Portrait 

of a Graduate data but need to be monitored and maintained to ensure data is accurate. Finally, student 

data and privacy must be maintained while providing transparency of data. 

Figure 8. Example of district dashboard aggregating student defense of learning scores
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Insights

Five key insights have emerged from our interviews and convening with district leaders. In addition to 

the variation among methods districts are using to collect evidence, evaluate, and communicate student 

performance on future-ready skills, we identified the following cross-cutting themes.

A. Districts have multiple, interrelated goals that impact their assessment 
process.

Districts designed and implemented Portrait of a Graduate assessments that relate to their district strategy, 

Portrait of a Graduate vision, and aligned approach to teaching and learning. Every district leader we talked 

to was thinking about how to ensure that the Portrait of a Graduate isn’t just something that hangs on the 

wall, but, instead, serves as a true representation of the district’s goals and values, and a guiding framework 

for daily teaching and learning. While they may have initially developed Portraits of a Graduate to articulate 

a commitment to student-centered learning practices anchored in the development of future-ready skills, 

the objective of districts’ Portrait of a Graduate assessment often extends beyond measuring individual 

learners’ skills. Frequently, these assessments aim to understand the extent to which future-ready skills 

are embedded in instruction and reflect teacher practice. In many cases, assessments are aggregated and 

used to report out to the Board of Education or the local community about the impact of the Portrait of a 

Graduate initiative. The vision and purpose for districts’ Portrait of a Graduate initiatives determine which of 

the following approaches their assessment system emphasize:

•	 Understand student ability. Most districts are interested in what students know and can do in relation 

to Portrait of a Graduate skills and competencies, although this is often not their singular objective. 

The approaches in the previous section detail how districts collect evidence, evaluate, and report on 

student ability. In addition to understanding students’ current ability, districts use assessment to gauge 

student progress and growth over time. 

•	 Understand classroom practices. In addition to understanding what students know and can do in 

relation to Portrait of a Graduate skills, districts were also interested in understanding the extent to 

which teachers are designing and implementing learning experiences that enable students to practice 

and demonstrate Portrait of a Graduate skills. During our convening, several districts shared look-

for documents that supported classroom observation protocols by describing students and teacher 

behaviors that might be observed that relate to the development of future-ready skills. While not 

the focus of this report, districts also expressed interest in assessing the opportunities students were 

getting to develop future-ready skills. 

•	 Communicate to the community. Districts developed their Portrait of a Graduate alongside their 

communities and value keeping their communities informed on how they are bringing the Portrait 

of a Graduate to life and the impact it’s having on their schools and students. For instance, Shelby 

County Public Schools developed a public facing website that includes defense of learning examples, 

visualizations of school-level scores from defenses of learning, and narratives of individual stories of 

the impact of their Portrait of a Graduate.

•	 Evaluate Implementation. District leaders are also interested in a way to step back and understand 

the overall impact of their Portrait of a Graduate. One goal of assessment district leaders shared was 
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to determine strengths and weaknesses of their Portrait of a Graduate and to continuously improve 

their processes. Some methods that districts use to conduct program evaluations include staff, 

parent, and student surveys and focus groups to support their understanding of how the Portrait of a 

Graduate was being understood and incorporated into daily teaching and learning. 

Figure 9. How Portrait of a Graduate Assessments are situated within 
systems of Curriculum, Instruction and Culture
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B. Future-ready skills assessments are interconnected with curriculum 
and instruction.

Portraits of a Graduate are about more than assessment; they are about nurturing and developing students 

with skills they need for success in school and in life. Assessment is one piece of each district’s overall 

Portrait of a Graduate implementation – deeply and inextricably linked to instruction, curriculum, and the 

larger culture of teaching and learning in their school system. 

Embedding assessments within a 

system of teaching and learning is 

critical for developing ownership 

and buy-in for implementation. As 

one district leader shared, “We want 

educators to see that the Portrait isn’t 

just one more new thing, it is the thing.” 

All of the districts we interviewed have 

done deep and robust work developing 

their Portraits of a Graduate in concert 

with students, staff, and community 

in order to intentionally capture the 

skills, competencies, and dispositions 

they want their student to develop 

throughout their K-12 educational 

experiences. 

Assessing future-ready skills has 

implications for curriculum, instruc-

tion, and the larger teaching and 

learning culture of a school system 

(Figure 9). If students are completing assessments of future-ready skills — whether creating a portfolio, 

completing a performance task, or preparing a defense of learning—the introduction of that assessment 

will impact curriculum and instruction. How will curriculum and instruction shift in order to support student 

development of future-ready skills? What instructional strategies can be leveraged to provide students 

opportunities to practice their skills? How are future-ready skills embedded within the curriculum of core 

academic classes? How are the assessments tied to the curriculum and activities within classes? 

While assessments can serve as an impetus to promote specific teaching and learning practices, without 

alignment across the full system of teaching and learning, assessments alone will not lead to the desired 

student outcomes. Districts we spoke to reported investing significantly in aligning materials and instruc-

tional practices with Portrait of a Graduate skills to create a cohesive system. 



Portraits in Progress: Emerging Future-Ready Skills Assessment Strategies  |  22Digital Promise and Pearson

C. Districts desire student-centered assessments that promote ongoing 
growth and development of future-ready skills.

District leaders, school administrators, instructional coaches, and teachers believe deeply in the power of 

the Portrait of a Graduate to develop the whole-child. There is a strong desire among school districts to 

develop assessments that assist students with developing Portrait of a Graduate skills via opportunities to: 

recognize their growth, receive specific, actionable feedback, and self-reflect on their progress on devel-

oping Portrait of a Graduate skills. 

Growth over time: Districts shared that they had more success with future-ready skill assessment when 

they focused on student growth rather than student proficiency. For example, leaders from Shelby shared 

that one student’s defense of learning ended with her parent in tears as she emphasized how significantly 

the student had grown as a result of the district’s focus on future-ready skills. The process Shelby has 

in place, which allows students, educators, and family members to notice and celebrate this growth, 

reinforced the meaning of their Portrait of a Graduate. In Ephrata, the inclusion of multiple instances 

of reporting on student performance on their Portrait of a Graduate skills and dispositions has created 

important opportunities to reflect about how students have grown over the course of a school year. This 

system allows for individual students to see their growth via the scores on their report cards and also for the 

system to see growth as the student information system aggregates the growth data across students. 

Provide feedback: One way to ensure that students have opportunities to grow and develop future-ready 

skills is to use assessments that provide specific, actionable feedback to students. Personalized feedback 

and recommendations for improvement strengthen students’ abilities to develop their skills, particularly 

when paired with other opportunities to practice and demonstrate that skill. Additionally, feedback from 

teachers, peers, caregivers, and community members can substantiate students’ self-evaluations and 

deepen their reflections. Educators need support to provide feedback that is aligned to skill expectations 

and promotes growth. Many teachers have not been explicitly taught how to provide such feedback, nor 

how to teach and incorporate future-ready skills in their instruction. Districts sought ways to help teachers 

develop feedback systems and protocols that promote student growth and lifelong learning. 

Self-evaluation: Districts also emphasized the need to provide students with the opportunity and guidance 

to evaluate and reflect on their skills. Classroom teachers and district leaders alike valued providing oppor-

tunities for students to analyze their own thinking, recognizing that this metacognitive skill was also often 

part of the larger set of skills they were looking to develop in students as part of their Portrait of a Graduate. 

In addition to providing an opportunity for self-evaluation, these prompts allow teachers to gain student 

perspective on these very personalized skills. 

D. Districts face obstacles implementing authentic and customizable 
assessments in a valid and reliable way. 

Districts that have Portrait of a Graduate assessments in place expressed a need for guidance, systems, and 

processes to support the technical quality of the assessment tools they create. 

Districts need to ensure that any data captured in dashboards is valid, that is, actually measuring what they 

intended to measure. One district shared an example of using a measure that defined skills differently than 

they did, leading to results that did not actually represent student ability related to the district’s meaning of 
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the skill. Relatedly, many districts use staff and student survey data to collect information about Portrait of a 

Graduate skills. While it is important to reach out to these audiences to understand their opinions, this data 

is self-reported rather than evidence-based and may not have a high level of validity. 

As described above, some districts have found that teachers were evaluating student performance on 

Portrait of a Graduate skills differently, even when using the same rubric. It’s important to consider score 

reliability to ensure that scores represent student ability rather than a difference in how student perfor-

mance is evaluated.

Finally, most districts we talked to used their own rubrics to assess Portrait of a Graduate skills. These 

locally-designed rubrics are all slightly different from one another, which limits the comparability of scores 

across districts, making it difficult for districts to get a sense of how their students are performing compared 

to students elsewhere in other states or districts. 

This reality presents an important tension in districts’ goals related to the assessment of future-ready skills: 

districts value the ability to create unique and localized skill constructs, measures, and tools, yet also desire 

comparability and validity. This tension can be overcome, but requires additional research and development. 

E. Districts struggle to balance their emphasis on future-ready skills with 
state and national reporting requirements.

Measuring student growth and ability on future-ready skills is not just situated within the teaching and 

learning culture of the school system, but it is also situated within a larger, national system of assessment. 

As districts consider their Portrait of a Graduate assessment approach, they are always mindful of how their 

approach to assessing future-ready skills is aligned, or disconnected from, the needs and interests of state 

boards of education, federal policies, and college admission processes. Districts often reported feeling a 

tension between recognizing and celebrating student growth on these important and desired skills with 

administering required assessments such as national standardized tests, required state exams, and college 

admissions expectations. Ideally, federal, state, and local systems need to point in the same direction, 

towards students’ lifelong success and well-being.

In some cases, innovative state policies support how districts were designing and utilizing future-ready 

skills assessments. For instance, in Kentucky, the shift to local accountability measures in alignment with 

the state Portrait of a Graduate has allowed Shelby to pursue their defenses of learning as a part of their 

state accountability measures. A district leader from Shelby shared, “[it] on our district's end because we are 

seeing that it [Portrait of a Graduate defenses of learning] can be used as a valid assessment tool if the state 

gives us an additional component for local accountability.” Shelby is well-positioned to serve as a model 

for how Kentucky policy can be leveraged to celebrate student growth on future-ready skills. Ephrata is 

currently in the process of requesting their Life-Ready Graduate be recognized by the state of Pennsylvania 

and has served as a leader to other districts as they develop similar programs. The two districts from New 

York state who attended our convening will be carefully watching New York’s emerging policies related to 

new, state-wide Portrait of a Graduate to see how their local Portraits of a Graduate will be impacted by 

state legislation.
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Recommendations

The following recommendations are intended to be used by districts who have created a Portrait of a 

Graduate and aim to design an aligned assessment system. The recommendations stem from the findings 

and insights of this report.

District Leader Recommendations

1. Be clear about what you want to learn and do with your assessment system.

Assessment systems should be designed to gather the data required for the claims a district aims to make, 

whether those claims are about student skill development, opportunities to learn, system support, or other 

potential goals. Without a firmly-established vision and a consideration of the connection of the assessment 

to curriculum and instruction, the assessment loses value. Before you design your assessment system, 

ensure your district has clear goals and alignment on the purpose of your assessment. 

In general, districts should consider three different but interrelated questions: 

1.	Why do you want to assess future-ready skills? What do you hope to achieve?

2.	What data would support your assessment goal?

3.	How might an assessment elicit the necessary data and evidence? What measure is required?

Aligning on a clear purpose for assessment is necessary to produce the data a district is looking for to meet 

its goals.  

2. Define and norm on descriptions, expectations, and outcomes for each skill.

Vital to any system of teaching and learning that includes future-ready skills is a common understanding 

among educators and students of what each skill is, how each skill is developed and demonstrated, and 

specific expectations for performance. This shared understanding is essential for assessment; teachers and 

students can not accurately assess— much less provide specific, actionable feedback to students on—skills 

and expectations that are unclear. The process of collaboratively unpacking, interrogating, and discussing 

each skill is itself a learning experience that supports deeper understanding of the skill. 

We recommend the following:

•	 Clearly articulate the meaning of each future-ready skill in your Portrait of a Graduate.

Future-ready skills are complex, interdependent, and can be developed and demonstrated in many 

different ways. Terms like critical thinking or creative thinking describe a wide range of practices, 

behaviors, abilities, and outcomes. Districts should consider what they want students to be able to 

know and do in relation to each skill and what it would look like for a student to embody each skill. 

Being specific about what your district means is essential to ensuring that skill development can be 

incorporated into teaching and learning, including assessment. 

•	 Develop rubrics, learning progressions, “I can” statements, and/or classroom “Look Fors” to clarify 

and communicate expectations for each future-ready skill.

After defining and clarifying the meaning of each skill, consider your expectations for performance. 

Many districts we spoke with accomplished this by creating rubrics and aligned learning 
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progressions that outline specific outcomes, behaviors, or actions that students might demonstrate 

at each grade band or level. It is essential that students have access to these tools and understand 

how they are integrated within their learning.

•	 Regularly examine student work and calibrate on student performance.

It is important to norm on the expectations identified in rubrics and learning progressions in order 

to provide reliable scores, consistent and actionable feedback, and ensure that students know how 

to succeed. To improve scoring consistency and to build capacity in educators and leaders, districts 

have engaged in artifact analysis processes. Educators bring samples of student work and, in small 

collaborative groups, participants discuss evidence of future-ready skills within the work and seek 

consensus on a score, using the tools and frameworks that articulate expectations.

3. Focus on asset-based practices that support student learning and development.

Assessments of future-ready skills and Portrait of a Graduate assessment systems should be designed to 

provide all students with opportunities to demonstrate what they can do, rather than focus on what they 

can’t yet do. Assessments should be engaging and relevant to students, and embedded within existing 

learning (or outside of school life). Importantly, assessment results should empower students to further their 

learning and development. Many districts discussed educators’ uneasiness with scoring students’ abilities on 

future-ready skills. This hesitancy represents both concern about the impact isolated scores might have on 

students’ self-perception about their abilities and apprehension that a single measure could fully, fairly, or 

consistently capture student ability. Ensuring that future-ready skills assessments are designed to emphasize 

student growth over time, opportunities for students to self-reflect, and the inclusion of specific, actionable 

feedback can help to overcome this tension. 

We recommend the following:

•	 Design your assessment system to support individual student growth over time.

Future-ready skills are practiced and nurtured over a lifetime and are never truly “mastered.” 

Therefore, the predominant focus of assessment should be on growth rather than reaching a 

specific level of “mastery” or “proficiency.” Portrait of a Graduate assessments should not be “one 

and done,” they should instead offer an opportunity to notice how students are progressing and 

then provide feedback that students can use to further strengthen Portrait of a Graduate. The 

underlying premise of Portrait of a Graduate efforts is to foster the development of Portrait of 

a Graduate skills that support whole-child development. Assessment systems should allow for 

celebration of students’ journeys deepening and strengthening their personal progress.

•	 Use assessments that provide specific, actionable feedback for students.

Assessment results—in concert with related assessment tools (e.g., rubrics, scoring criteria, etc.)—

should communicate to students their current strengths and areas of growth, as well as how they 

can continue to grow and develop their skills. Personalized feedback and recommendations for 

improvement will strengthen students’ abilities to develop their skills, particularly when paired with 

another opportunity to practice and demonstrate that skill. Employing resources and tools that can 

assist teachers with giving actionable feedback will strengthen Portrait of a Graduate assessment.
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•	 Design assessments that foster student ownership and self-evaluation of their learning.

Enabling students to recognize and reflect on their own growth on future-ready skills should be a 

priority. Share rubrics and learning progressions with students so that they can evaluate their own 

progress and set individual goals. Building these metacognitive skills will provide lasting habits for 

life-long learning.

4. Build ownership in your Portrait of a Graduate to foster ownership in your 
assessment approach.

A successful approach to assessing future-ready skills requires buy-in and commitment to the vision of the 

Portrait of a Graduate throughout the entire school system and community. It can be difficult to make sure 

the Portrait of a Graduate is a central, unifying vision in a school system amidst the multitude of initiatives 

and unexpected demands that a school district faces. 

We recommend the following:

•	 Ensure consistent communications, while leaving room for school-level flexibility.

This is sometimes called a tight/loose approach. District leaders need to provide clarity, guidance, 

support, and tools to unpack expectations and strategies for implementation of future-ready skills 

assessments. These guidelines should be clear and well-communicated (i.e., tight). Schools and 

teachers should then have the ability to find their ideal ways to make these expectations a part of 

daily teaching and learning (i.e., loose). Leadership needs to provide the vision and support to reach 

the vision, while allowing flexibility.

•	 Use feedback loops to involve stakeholders in the Portrait of a Graduate implementation process.

Yearly surveys, focus groups, or design sessions with students, staff, and community members give 

a voice to all those that are involved in a Portrait of a Graduate and accompanying assessment 

system. Providing opportunities for feedback and iteration allow district leaders to to understand 

how assessments are being used in the classroom, and their impacts on educators and students. 

These feedback loops will also create shared ownership for the Portrait of a Graduate, building an 

aligned vision of its purpose and vision.

Recommendations for the K-12 Education Field

The following recommendations are for the larger K-12 education field including researchers, content 

developers, policymakers, and thought leaders. These recommendations are based on the interviews and 

convening presentations that were the basis for this report.

1. Invest in research and development to advance valid and reliable future-ready 
assessments.

All of the district leaders we spoke to are interested in implementing future-ready skills assessments that 

are robust, reliable, and relevant for the culture of teaching and learning in their unique school systems and 

communities. As such, each district designed and developed their own system of assessment. We identified 

the following district needs to support high-quality assessment of Portrait of a Graduate skills:
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•	 Research that examines the reliability and validity of the locally-relevant tools districts are using.

•	 Systems and processes to iterate and improve upon the validity and reliability of the tools they have 

developed while maintaining local flexibility relevance.

•	 Development of high-quality assessments available for districts to adapt to their contexts. 

Each of these next steps is essential for the continuity of this work. A focus on future-ready skills has the 

potential to shift K-12 education towards engaging, empowering, and enriching educational experiences. The 

design and development of a reliable assessment of student performance is a critical enabling element of 

that shift. 

2. Align K-12 and postsecondary systems to value and recognize students’ fu-
ture-ready skills.

As indicated in our findings, districts often feel pulled in different directions by the competing priorities of 

national and state assessment requirements and local Portrait of a Graduate systems focused on future-ready 

skills. As more districts and states adopt Portraits of a Graduate, policymakers and educational leaders need to 

find ways to align current systems of accountability and recognition to encompass and promote future-ready 

skill development. For example, some existing assessments from districts or states focus on a narrow set of 

outcomes that do not explicitly value future-ready skills. 

Interoperability and recognition of Portrait of Graduate assessments with state, workforce, and postsecondary 

institutions would allow for districts to more strategically and effectively assess student future-ready skills.

•	 Interoperability. There is a need to design assessment systems that align district Portrait of a Graduate 

priorities with state and local accountability measures. 

•	 Recognition. Collaboration among workplaces, postsecondary institutions, external partners, and 

districts could lead to credentialing and formal recognition of student proficiency on future-ready skills 

that would be widely accepted and acknowledged in ways that create postsecondary opportunities for 

students. For example, students that demonstrate evidence of specific desired skills might be prioritized 

for a job interview or internship, or might earn college credit. 

Postsecondary institutions and workplace leaders want students and employees with strong future-ready 

skills; we must develop systems in which future-ready skills are prioritized student outcomes. 

3. Provide systems of support for districts that are engaged in this work.

Districts have made considerable progress on this new and emerging field of assessing future-ready skills. To 

support this continued work, there is incredible value in collaboration amongst district leaders as they set out 

to design and develop future-ready skills assessments. Researchers, thought-leaders, and state and country 

institutions can support this collaboration through communities of practice, collaborative design, and dissem-

ination of promising approaches. Communities of practice, in which district leaders regularly meet and share 

problems of practice related to future-ready skills assessment, can break down silos and can help to develop 

the robust, reliable, and relevant systems of assessment districts are looking for. While each Portrait of a 

Graduate is unique to the community that designed it, there are significant similarities among districts’ visions 

and goals, making the topic ripe for collaborative ideation, design, and iteration. Additionally, there is a lot of 

good work being done locally that should be elevated and shared with the field. External partners are needed 

to broker relationships among district leaders and facilitate these communities of practice.
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Conclusion

School districts adopt Portrait of a Graduate initiatives to integrate future-ready skills into teaching and 

learning so that, ultimately, learners are prepared to lead successful lives. Districts must simultaneously 

gather information about: how well students are developing the skills, how teachers are incorporating skill 

development in instruction, and how the school and system support, enable, and promote student devel-

opment of these key skills. 

While the methods and tools to capture students’ Portrait of a Graduate progress varies between districts, 

we found that districts are all looking to provide meaningful assessments that promote student growth in 

a reliable way. At the same time, they are looking for meaningful assessment connected to teaching and 

learning and broader systems of value and recognition in the workforce and postsecondary education. 

Districts can design and implement meaningful assessments for Portraits of a Graduate by aligning on a 

purpose, norming on competencies, prioritizing student growth, and building ownership. The field can 

support districts to design these assessments by supporting research and development to promote validity 

and reliability in measures, design systems that value and recognize future ready skills in education and 

beyond, and create systems of support for districts to share with and learn from each other. These actions 

will support the Portrait of a Graduate initiatives to transform teaching and learning to align to its ultimate 

purpose:providing more authentic, meaningful, and systematic learning experiences for students to gain 

essential skills for lifelong success and well-being.
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Appendix A

Figure 1. Districts that attended Assessing Our Portraits Convening
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Table 1. Overview of Districts Interviewed

District Details Portrait of a Graduate Overview Assessment Approaches

Cherry 
Hill Public 
Schools (NJ)

Suburban

10,700 students

18 schools

Launch: 2024

Future-ready skills: Portrait of a Graduate 
Adaptability, Determination, Advocacy, 
Open-minded, Empathy, and Integrity. 

Under development

Ephrata 
Area School 
District (PA)

Suburban 

4,000 students

8 schools

Launch: 2015

Future-ready skills: Life Ready Graduate 
Acquire the Knowledge (Content Mastery & 
Financial Literacy, Healthy Living, Wellness, 
& Self-Awareness, Civics, Leadership, & 
Service, and Digital Literacy & Technological 
Proficiency)

Apply the Skills (Communication & Empathy, 
Critical Thinking & Problem Solving, Creativity 
& Innovation, and Collaboration & Teamwork)

Demonstrate the Dispositions (Honesty, 
Integrity, & Responsibility, Adaptability & 
Flexibility, Continual Learning & A Growth 
Mindset, and Resilience & Grit).

Curriculum-embedded 
classroom activities, 
Performance tasks, 
Rubrics, Self-evaluation, 
Report Cards, Dashboard

Floyd County 
Public 
Schools (KY)

Rural 

8,900 students

15 schools

Launch: 2023

Future-ready skills: Portrait of a Graduate 
Empowered Learner, Innovative Designer, 
Global Collaborator, Computational Thinker, 
Digital Citizen, Creative Communicator and 
Knowledge Constructor.

Under development, 
piloting Curriculum-
embedded classroom 
activities, Defense of 
learnings, Rubrics, Self-
evaluation, Badging

Hampton 
Township 
School 
District (PA)

Suburban

2,600 students

5 schools

Launch: 2022

Future-ready skills: Portrait of a Talbot 
Collaboration, Empathy, Communication, 
Learner's Mindset, Critical Thinking, and 
Perseverance.

Curriculum-embedded 
classroom activities, 
Defense of learnings, 
Rubrics, Self-evaluation, 
Badging

Howard-
Suamico 
School 
District (WI)

Suburban

5,600 students

9 schools

Launch: 2015

Future-ready skills: Graduate Profile

Self-Starter, Critical Thinker, Collaborator, 
Communicator, Adaptable, Responsible, 
Solutionist.

Curriculum-embedded 
classroom activities, 
Performance tasks, 
Rubrics, Self-evaluation

Iowa City 
Community 
School 
District (IA)

Urban

19,000 students

49 schools

Launch: 2019

Future-ready skills: Portrait of a Graduate 

Adaptability, Empathy, Communication, 
Global Citizens, Critical Thinking, Learner's 
Mindset.

Under development

Indian Prairie 
School 
District #204 
(IL)

Suburban

25,600 students

34 schools

Launch: 2018

Future-ready skills: Portrait of a Graduate 
Communication, Creativity & Innovation, 
Citizenship, Critical Thinking & Problem 
solving, Resilience, Flexibility & Adaptability. 

Under development

https://www.chclc.org/our-district/strategic-plan/portrait-of-a-graduate
https://www.easdpa.org/page/life-ready-graduate
https://www.ht-sd.org/about/portrait-of-a-talbot
https://www.hssdschools.org/departments/teaching-and-learning/graduate-profile
https://www.iowacityschools.org/our-district/portrait-of-a-graduate
https://www.ipsd.org/academics/curriculum/portrait-of-a-graduate
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District Details Portrait of a Graduate Overview Assessment Approaches

North Salem 
Central 
School 
District (NY)

Suburban, with 
rural character

1,000 students

2 schools

Launch: 2015

Future-ready skills: Profile of a Graduate 
Critical and Creative Thinker, Collaborator, 
Communicator, Citizen, Continuously 
Improving Learner.

Curriculum-embedded 
classroom activities, 
Performance tasks, 
Rubrics, Self-evaluation

Norwalk 
Public 
Schools (CT)

Suburban

11,500 students

21 schools

Launch: 2024

Future-ready skills: Portrait of a Graduate 
Synergistic Collaborator, Critical Thinker, 
Effective Communicator, Global Citizen, 
Self-Directed Learner.

Under development, 
piloting Curriculum-
embedded assessments, 
Performance tasks, 
Rubrics, Self-evaluation

Quaker 
Valley School 
District (PA) 

Suburban

1,800 students

4 schools

Launch: 2025

Future-ready skills: 

Communicate and collaborate, Empathize 
and connect, Explore and learn, Persevere 
and grow, Engage and contribute

Under development

Quakertown 
Community 
School 
District (PA)

Suburban

4,600 students

8 schools

Launch: 2025

Future-ready skills: Portrait of a Graduate 
Curiosity, Creativity, Critical Thinking, 
Perseverance, and Pride in Learning. 

Under development

Reynoldsburg 
City Schools 
(OH)

Suburban

7,300 students

16 schools

Launch: 2022

Future-ready skills: Portrait of a Graduate 
is Innovative problem solver, Collaborative, 
Socially and emotionally competent, 
Socially aware and a global citizen, Effective 
communicator. 

Under development

Shaler Area 
School 
District (PA)

Suburban 

3,800 students

7 schools

Launch: 2022

Future-ready skills: Portrait of a Graduate 
Resourceful, Flexible, Compassionate, 
Resilient, Curious, Socially responsible. 

Under development 

Shelby 
County Public 
Schools (KY)

Rural

7,400 students

15 schools

Launch: 2017

Future-ready skills: Profile of a Graduate 
Responsible Collaborator, Effective 
Communicator, Critical Thinker, Inspired 
Innovator, Global Citizen, Lifelong Learner.

Curriculum-embedded 
classroom activities, 
Defense of learnings, 
Rubrics, Self-evaluation, 
Dashboard

South Glens 
Falls Central 
School 
District (NY)

Suburban

2,900 students

6 schools

Launch: 2015, 2021

Future-ready skills: Portrait of a Bulldog 
Adaptable Problem Solver, Critical Thinker, 
Creative Innovator, Empathetic Influencer, 
Responsible Citizen, Collaborative Learner.

Curriculum-embedded 
classroom activities, 
Rubrics, Self-evaluation, 
Badging

Vista Unified 
School 
District (CA)

Suburban

23,500 students

31 schools

Launch: 2021

Future-ready skills: Learner Portrait contains 
Kind and Confident, Curious and Connected, 
Capable and Knowledgeable. 

Under development, 
piloting Scenario-based 
tasks leveraging emerging 
technologies

https://www.northsalemschools.org/mission-0e/mission-statement/profile-of-a-north-salem-graduate
https://www.norwalkps.org/about/district-overview/nps-strategic-plan/portrait-of-a-graduate
https://www.qcsd.org/article/2234999
https://www.reyn.org/about-rcs/mission-vision-values
https://shalerarea.org/district/about-us/portrait-of-a-graduate/
https://sites.google.com/shelby.kyschools.us/scpsprofile/home
https://www.sgfcsd.org/page/portrait-of-a-bulldog
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1yUpmTnwLAf1F0hUo3RmoLNxg2xHlfOIy/view
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Appendix B

Additional resources to learn more about Portraits of a Graduate

A synthesis report of 65 school district  
Portraits of a Graduate

Shifting Education with Learning Pathways: 
Becoming Your Portrait of a Graduate

A gallery of examples of school district  
Portraits of a Graduate

Getting Smart Portrait of a Graduate Gallery

https://digitalpromise.dspacedirect.org/items/81b0247c-2672-480e-8103-eb5a3cfce57e
https://digitalpromise.dspacedirect.org/items/81b0247c-2672-480e-8103-eb5a3cfce57e
https://www.gettingsmart.com/whitepaper/the-portrait-model-building-coherence-in-school-and-system-redesign/portrait-of-a-graduate-gallery/
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