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Abstract

This summary synthesizes key insights from Socioculturally
Responsive Assessment: Implications for Theory, Measurement,
and Systems-Level Policy (Bennett et al., 2025), offering a
cross-cutting analysis of how large-scale assessments can
become more valid, equitable, and educationally meaningful
when designed through a socioculturally responsive lens. The
authors highlight four central themes: aligning assessment
content with students’ lived experiences; increasing
personalization of assessments via testing processes;
broadening construct definitions to reflect diverse cultural,
linguistic, and epistemological perspectives; and using
frameworks and tools that guide inclusive development

and interpretation. Drawing on examples such as the KA'EO
Hawaiian language immersion assessment, Smarter Balanced,
and adult education programs, the chapter illustrates how
sociocultural responsiveness can be integrated into both

test content and administration while maintaining technical
quality. It also surfaces enduring challenges, including

tensions between comparability and local validity, the need for
assessments to reflect community values, and the evolving role
of technology in supporting adaptive and culturally grounded
assessments. The authors conclude by naming critical open
questions—such as whose culture is centered, how assessment
use-cases influence design, and how to ensure assessments
both reflect and serve diverse learners—that must be addressed
to advance Socioculturally Responsive Assessment (SCRA)

as a transformative and sustainable paradigm for large-scale
educational assessment.

This summary has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND license.
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Introduction

At the heart of socioculturally responsive assessments (SCRA) are goals to intentionally account for the fact that
learning—and demonstration of that learning—is inherently a social and cultural activity (Nasir et al., 2020; National
Academies of Science, Engineering, and Medicine, 2018), and that assessments that do not account for how
students develop knowledge cannot hope to accurately surface and communicate what a diverse range of students
knows and can do. This fact influences both what we assess as well as how we surface evidence of learning.

In compiling the recent edited volume Socioculturally Responsive Assessment: Implications for Theory,
Measurement, and Systems-Level Policy (Bennett et al. 2025d), we sought to synthesize a range of leading
perspectives on approaches, technical considerations, and instrument-and-process designs intended to serve a
common purpose: the development of assessments that are responsive to the unique and shared social, cultural,
and linguistic experiences that shape how people learn and how they make what they know and can do visible.
This summary offers insights drawn from across the range of scholarship presented in the volume to better
characterize SCRA at scale, focused on emergent themes related to:

1 Relevance of assessment content
2 Personalization via assessment processes

3 ' Broadening of construct definition

4 ' Assessment development frameworks for SCRA

Theme One: The Importance of Relevance of Assessment Content to
01 Students’ Lived Experiences

Across many different conceptions, socioculturally responsive assessment design is predicated

on the idea that how examinees interact with an assessment is not a fixed feature of assessment
design, and instead is inextricably linked to the social, cultural, and linguistic contexts within which learning and
performance happen. A goal, then, of SCRA is to bring assessment instruments into better alignment with examinees'
experiences through various approaches to increasing relevance and personalization (Bennett 2023, 2024,
2025). Authors in the volume explore the relationship between students' funds of knowledge, test relevance, and
performance through many different lenses, including disciplinary perspectives, approaches that attend to cultural
ways of knowing, and ideas that account for relevance by broadening our conceptions of measurement targets.
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Relevance Within Disciplinary Contexts: Insights From Reading Assessments

Reading assessments have been an area of focus for SCRA because of the considerable evidence that students'
experience with and background knowledge of a given topic influences how they understand and make meaning
of related texts. Text selection for large-scale assessments is a promising and important direction for content-
based approaches to personalizing assessment instruments. Most large-scale reading assessments focus on
common, provided texts as the basis for measuring students' abilities, and many qualitative and quantitative
features of texts (e.g., text complexity, text types) can be accounted for while still allowing for more socioculturally
grounded decisions about the nature of the texts students interact with on assessments.

Wang and colleagues (2025) offer empirical evidence to support
the idea that using culturally relevant texts affects students' reading
comprehension performance on large-scale assessments.

Skerrett and colleagues (2025) discuss how large-scale reading
assessments can better account for the social nature of reading,
students' funds of knowledge, and the range of student experiences
with texts and topics. Drawing on the development of the 2026 National
Assessment of Educational Progress Reading Framework, Skerrett et
al. suggest several strategies for socioculturally responsive reading
assessments, including:

* Using multimodal knowledge scaffolds that leverage video, audio,
and graphical aids to support background knowledge students may
need to access and make sense of the texts present on the exam;

* Allowing students to respond in home languages; and

* Embedding contextual probes (similar in many ways to the questions
Ebe (2025) proposes in the Cultural Relevance Rubric) that can help
assess student interest, motivation, and familiarity with texts.

Relevance to Specific Cultural and
Linguistic Ways of Knowing.

A vital component of many conceptualizations of
SCRA is the concept of cultural validity—the extent

to which assessments account for the cultural,
linguistic, and social repertoires students draw upon
when interpreting and responding to disciplinary tasks
(Solano-Flores & Ruiz-Primo, 2025; Nelson-Barber &
Trumbull, 2025; Solano-Flores & Nelson-Barber, 2007).
Cultural validity concerns how these repertoires shape
meaning-making and influence not only performance
but also the validity of inferences drawn about student
understanding.
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Nelson-Barber and Trumbull (2025), drawing on work
with Indigenous communities, argue that cultural
validity is as essential as construct validity: disregarding
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students' cultural and linguistic contexts during assessment development and score interpretation introduces
threats to overall validity. For example, for Indigenous students—including American Indian, Alaska Native,
Native Hawaiian, and other Pacific Islander groups—nhistories, governance structures, belief systems, heritage
languages, cultural values, and community-based practices are distinct from Western, Eurocentric norms. When
assessments ignore these lived realities, they may:

* Present information in unfamiliar or incongruent ways that create barriers to comprehension;
* Require response modes that conflict with students' typical ways of demonstrating understanding;
* Apply narrow success criteria that devalue culturally rooted ways of knowing and sensemaking; and

* Reinforce experiences of dehumanization, marginalization, or erasure, which can undermine
motivation and perseverance.

In all such cases, the result is the same: student performance no longer reflects what students know and can do,
but rather their ability to navigate unfamiliar or invalidating assessment structures.

While these issues have been examined carefully in the assessment of Indigenous students, they also extend to
many other populations whose cultural and linguistic experiences are underrepresented in mainstream testing
assumptions.

Creating relevant large-scale assessments fundamentally requires that test developers generate content by
making some assumptions about students—assumptions can range from extrapolating insights from deep and
intentional student engagement to a broader set of students, to making assumptions that certain aspects of
students' backgrounds (e.g., race, ethnicity) will confer experiences or perspectives to all students who share
those elements of identity. The key ideas of choice on the part of the student and performance assessments that
allow students to demonstrate their knowledge in broader ways are emphasized in our chapter as methods for
allowing students to demonstrate their knowledge in culturally valid ways. These ideas are relevant to this and
subsequent sections of this summary.

Theme Two: Personalizing Assessment Processes

02 Another approach to bringing assessment experiences into better alignment with students' social,

cultural, and linguistic experiences is allowing for personalization or user-specific adaptations

in ways students interact with assessments. Sireci and colleagues (2025) describe a framework
for UNDERSTANDardization in which decisions about what aspects of test administration are standardized are
driven by learner-centered approaches that seek to better understand how different groups of students might
understand and interact with the test, rather than rigid models of standardization that emphasize uniform testing
conditions as a primary way to ensure fairness and validity of score interpretation. Sireci et al. (2025) discuss
UNDERSTANDardization in the context of two adult-centered assessments—the Adult Skills Assessment Program
(ASAP) and the English Test for Adults (ETA)—both of which are intended to be administered to adults at scale.

Sireci and colleagues’ UNDERSTANDardization framework provides a useful model for examining administration-
related approaches to SCRA. In the volume, authors describe two major approaches to this kind of personalization
in K=12 assessment systems: (1) adaptations and accommodations that allow learners to better access the same
content, and (2) allowing for student agency in deciding how students will demonstrate evidence of progress,
proficiency, and mastery relative to common constructs via different content. For example, Michel and Shyyan
(2025) describe the accessibility supports within the Smarter Balanced assessment system (SBAC) as a set of
strategies for personalizing the testing experience such that all learners—particularly students with disabilities
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and multilingual learners—can engage meaningfully with the same test content. Smarter Balanced assessments
are built around relatively narrow constructs tied to states' math and English-Language Arts standards and are
designed to be administered across diverse state contexts and student backgrounds. The assessments' primary
goal is to generate evidence of student progress toward academic standards for federal accountability purposes
within each state, which requires a certain amount of rigidity in content and administration.

Smarter Balanced provides multiple levels of support for personalization, including:

+ Universal tools that are available to all students (e.g., digital notepad), allowing them to customize their testing
experience to better account for how they make meaning and access content;

* Designated supports that are available to students with educator-identified needs (e.g., glossaries in 13
languages) to support specific kinds of engagement; and

« Accommodations for individual students with documented IEP or 504 plans (e.g., braille versions).

These supports are designed to ensure that each student engaging with the assessment has the best opportunity
to show what they know and can do. The intention is to enhance construct comparability, rather than detract
from it by ensuring that differences in performance reflect differences in skill, not access. While these supports
introduce some variability in test administration procedures, ranging from minor (e.g., notepad use) to more
substantial (e.g., braille), they increase fairness by enabling students to more accurately demonstrate competency.
This approach illustrates how standardized assessment systems can integrate flexibility to better serve a diverse
population without compromising measurement integrity.

Theme Three: Expanding Construct Definitions to Account for Social,

03 Cultural, and Linguistic Contributions to Learning and Performance

Across arguments for increasing the relevance and personalization of assessments for specific
learners, there has been an implicit—and at times explicit—call to rethink both what assessments are
measuring and how those measurements are interpreted. This rethinking includes calls to:

1. Expand the range of assessment constructs to better reflect how learning and development actually occur;
2. Incorporate culturally and community-specific priorities and goals for student learning; and

3. Develop more trustworthy and inclusive measures of what students know and can do, even within narrowly
defined domains.

Together, these shifts aim to ensure that assessments more accurately reflect the full breadth of student learning
and experience.

Lee (2025) contends that the Science of Learning and Development (SoL.D)—which synthesizes interdisciplinary
research from human development, psychology, neuroscience, and the learning sciences to offer a
comprehensive understanding of the diverse factors that shape learning across the lifespan—requires a
fundamental rethinking of the aims and design of educational assessments. That rethinking has the potential

to yield more actionable, equitable, and ecologically valid insights. Lee argues that persistent disparities in
assessment outcomes—by race/ethnicity, gender, and socioeconomic status—stem not only from inequitable
opportunities to learn but also from the limitations of existing assessment systems. Current summative, interim,
and formative approaches fail to capture the full range of influences on how people learn and demonstrate
knowledge. These influences include cultural identity, perceptions of the task and setting, emotional salience,
epistemological beliefs, mindsets, and self-efficacy.
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Moreover, Lee critiques the dominance of narrow,
Eurocentric definitions of disciplinary knowledge

in U.S. education, which constrain both teaching

and assessment. She argues that expanding our
conceptions of what counts as knowledge—in ways
that are more culturally and contextually responsive—
could reduce disparities, foster a more holistic view
of learners' capabilities, and better recognize the
strengths and knowledge systems students from
historically marginalized communities bring to school.

Lee's challenge to narrow definitions of disciplinary
knowledge in current large-scale assessment systems
is echoed in many other chapters in the volume.

For example, Welch and Dunbar (2025) examine
opportunities for integrating SCRA into federally
mandated state assessments. Based on their analysis,
they argue that current interpretations of alignment in
both item development and item/test evaluation (e.g.,
for purposes of federal peer review) privilege overly
narrow conceptions of what it looks like to demonstrate
performance relative to established standards.

Kkea Shultz and Englert (2025) describe how ideas related to reimagining what is assessed on large-scale,
federally mandated assessments are factored into a culturally-specific operational assessment: the Kaiapuni
Assessment of Educational Outcomes (KA'EQ), the accountability assessment for students attending
Hawaiian language immersion programs. Developing KA'EO required explicitly countering the standard,
monocultural worldviews that govern most large-scale assessment development processes because central
to KA'EO's purpose is the reclamation of Hawaiian culture and language; this reclamation required defining
constructs in ways that are responsive to the local community's language, culture, and information needs
while still meeting federal requirements for showing progress in mathematics, language arts, and science.

KA'EQ also relies upon a deeply collaborative and relational approach, placing educators and community
members within the Kaiapuni system as decision-makers throughout the assessment development and
validation process. Kiikea Shultz and Englert (2025) posit community validity—reflective of the intentional
processes governing KA'EQ's creation and validation—as a framework for assessment development that
positions assessment as an activity that serves communities as a first-order principle.

Many scholars (e.g., Lee 2025, Nelson-Barber and Trumbull 2025, Kikea Shultz and Englert 2025) emphasize
the need to disrupt the dominance of White, Eurocentric cultural norms that shape not only how assessments
are designed, but also how students experience schooling more broadly.

Across testing contexts, many of the book's chapter authors contend that transforming assessment requires
a fundamental shift in what we value, how we define competence, and whose knowledge is recognized. By
bridging definitions of what we measure—and what we value—with the full diversity of learner experiences,
they suggest that assessment systems can become more inclusive, relevant, and empowering.
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Theme Four: Assessment Development Processes that Account for
04 Sociocultural Goals

A fourth theme that runs through the book is the need for and use of frameworks and tools to

guide assessment development and score interpretation in ways that align with the conceptual and
evidence-based recommendations for SCRA. Frameworks have long been used with standardized tests for such
purposes. Classical test theory (Gulliksen, 1950), item response theory (IRT, Lord, 1980), evidence-centered design
(ECD; Mislevy et al., 2003), and the argument-based approach to validation (Kane, 1992) are widely used examples.

Frameworks are very useful for purposes of SCRA because SCRA presents no shortage of problems, including
ones related to assessment design, development, analysis, and interpretation. Key to SCRA design is taking
account of examinee sociocultural characteristics to allow individuals to demonstrate better what they know
and can do. Sato (2025) offers a framework for design that focuses on deeper levels of culture, with the intention
of accounting for those factors (e.g., values, norms, beliefs, language, social structure/dynamics, milieu) that
affect students' meaning making and their representations of knowledge. The chapter presents a sociocultural
dimensions matrix describing personal orientations. The matrix should be of use in designing more inclusive
measurement targets, tasks, and scoring rules, as well as for guiding interpretations of diverse student
performance.

In her chapter, Ebe (2025) continues the concern with more effectively accounting for sociocultural orientation

in assessment. In line with Sato's (2025) chapter, as well as with much reading research (Lee, 2025; Wang et al,,
2025), Ebe's premise is that comprehension depends critically upon relevant prior knowledge. We more quickly and
completely understand text that draws upon what we already know. Moreover, what we know is culturally shaped.
Thus, knowing the cultural relevance of text should help in SCRA design and score interpretation. Ebe's Cultural
Relevance Rubric offers a framework for such activities.

A general framework for guiding the development of SCRAs is offered in the chapter written by Badrinarayan and
Darling-Hammond (2025). The framework was derived from a review of state and national attempts to account
for sociocultural factors in large-scale assessment systems. Badrinarayan and Darling-Hammond's framework
consists of five features intended to be used as ... a heuristic for defining the potential landscape of culturally
conscious assessment systems at scale” (p. 362).
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Sato's (2025), Ebe's (2025), and Badrinarayan and Darling-Hammond's (2025) chapters principally focus on
frameworks and tools for SCRA development. In contrast, Moses (2025) deals with issues of analysis and
interpretation. He compares sociocultural theories with large-scale assessment practices for test scoring

and linking. He notes that tests developed from a socioculturally responsive perspective may vary across
examinees, presenting different questions or posing them in ways that fit test takers' backgrounds. Large-scale
assessment practices, in contrast, ideally require design to the same constructs and specifications to maintain
consistent score meaning. Moses depicts the challenge as a tradeoff between comparability across examinees
vs. validity for a particular use and/or group. He suggests ways this local validity vs. broad comparability
tension might be resolved.

Like Moses, Mislevy et al. (2025) deal with the issues posed by SCRA for analysis and score interpretation, but
additionally with the implications of SCRA for development. These authors propose a lens that connects the
logical assessment-argument structures of Evidence-Centered Design (Mislevy et al., 2003) with the sociocultural
aspects of tasks (e.g., aspects that are construct essential, related to sociocultural background, ancillary, enabling
or restricting, genre specific). That combination allows for analyzing the relations among tasks, students,
purposes, and inferences to facilitate assessment design decisions.

Conclusion and Next Steps for SCRA

Across the many contributions to the source volume Socioculturally Responsive Assessment: Implications for
Theory, Measurement, and Systems-Level Policy (Bennett, Darling-Hammond, & Badrinarayan, 2025b), one
message emerges with clarity: SCRA requires more than technical improvements or inclusive messaging—

it demands a transformational shift in how we conceptualize, design, implement, and interpret educational
assessments at scale.

This shift begins by re-centering the foundational assumption that learning is inseparable from culture, identity,
and context, and that assessment must reflect this reality. The chapters in the volume demonstrate how
assessment systems grounded in sociocultural responsiveness can be designed to recognize multiple ways of
knowing, support meaningful engagement with academic content, and honor the full range of students' cultural
and linguistic repertoires. Whether by increasing the relevance of content, personalizing assessment processes,
or broadening construct definitions, the work described challenges dominant paradigms that have historically
marginalized non-dominant learners.

Importantly, contributors show that technical quality and sociocultural responsiveness are not mutually exclusive.
Through examples such as the KA'EO assessment in Hawai i, and Smarter Balanced's universal design features,
the chapters illustrate how construct comparability can be preserved or even strengthened when design
decisions are guided by community-informed theories of action, clearly articulated validity arguments, and
inclusive development practices. This consideration includes not only attention to item and task development, but
also to scoring practices, data use, and communication of results—all of which must be revisited to better serve
students and communities.

To that end, the volume also highlights the value of new frameworks and analytical tools—including cultural
relevance rubrics, sociocultural design matrices, and approaches to UNDERSTANDardization—that help
operationalize SCRA in practical terms. These tools underscore the need to decenter monolithic conceptions of
standardization and instead embrace models that prioritize construct validity over procedural uniformity, allowing
for more nuanced, community-centered, and asset-based approaches to large-scale measurement.
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While the field continues to wrestle with trade-offs between comparability and responsiveness, efficiency and
authenticity, and alignment to standards and cultural relevance, the authors in this volume make clear that

we must move beyond binary thinking. As Moses, Sato, Kukea Shultz and Englert, and others argue, validity
arguments must be both technically sound and socially credible, grounded not just in statistical evidence, but in
the lived realities and values of the communities assessments are intended to serve.

Whereas this chapter summary highlights common themes across a wide range of ideas in the book, there are
many open questions with regard to SCRA. Some of these questions include:

* Whose culture should be centered and valued in assessment design? This foundational question arises
across scholarly, practical, and policy discussions surrounding SCRA. While some scholars argue that SCRA
should create fairer assessments for all learners by expanding inclusivity (e.g., Lee, 2025; Zandvakili & Gordon,
2025), others advocate for explicitly centering the needs and experiences of historically marginalized student
groups as a primary goal (e.g., Randall et al., 2022, Randall 2023). This tension becomes more complex as
SCRA efforts increasingly seek to account for the nuanced, intersectional identities of learners. Advancing
this work will require deeper inquiry into how cultural representation decisions are made within assessment
systems—who is involved, what criteria are used, and how trade-offs are weighed. Such efforts are critical not
only for guiding the design and implementation of SCRA-aligned assessments but also for informing broader
policy decisions about inclusion, accountability, and equity in education.

* How do different use cases for large-scale assessment govern appropriate trade-offs for incorporating
SCRA into assessment design? There are many different reasons for including SCRA in assessment
design, ranging from humanizing students’ experiences with assessment to generating more trustworthy
scores. When these reasons are further contextualized by the uses of assessments—both intended and
actual—principled decisions about how SCRA is incorporated into different assessment designs can be more
effectively made. These considerations can also help identify which aspects of assessment design—such as
item content, administration procedures, or reporting formats—require the most focused attention to ensure
equitable and meaningful use.

* How can emerging technologies support SCRA? As Bennett et al. (2025a) describe, there are significant
opportunities for emerging technologies, including artificial intelligence, to better support SCRA. For example,
generative Al might support real-time personalization; more efficient generation of item pools that reflect
greater linguistic, cultural, topical, and social diversity; the creation of immersive simulations that better
capture social reasoning and authentic engagement to support more valid assessments of complex, deeper
learning competencies; and the synthesis of evidence across multiple demonstrations of learning to produce
more holistic representations of student capabilities. Additionally, Al-powered technologies show promise
in developing flexible scoring mechanisms capable of interpreting responses expressed through varied
modalities—such as spoken language, prose, bullet points, graphics, or symbolic representations. These
technologies also may help in producing responsive and interactive reporting systems that are better attuned
to users' linguistic preferences, implementation settings, and immediate information needs.

Ultimately, the volume underscores that transforming large-scale assessment is both necessary and possible,
and is already underway. It is a call to action for assessment developers, policy leaders, educators, and
researchers to build systems that reflect a pluralistic vision of learning, one in which all students are seen, heard,
and empowered. The future of large-scale assessment must not only measure what students know and can do,
but also support who they are and who they aspire to become. If we are to create assessment systems that are
truly equitable, valid, and educationally valuable, the work of SCRA cannot be peripheral—it must be central to our
reimagining of assessment systems.
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