
Agenda 
Macon, GA • July 17–19

Wednesday, July 17

7:00–8:00 a.m.
Registration Ballroom Lobby
Continental Breakfast Ballroom 

8:00–9:45 a.m. Keynote—Tom Schimmer
Essential Assessment: Building Hope, Efficacy, and Achievement Ballroom

9:45–10:00 a.m. Break
10:00–11:30 a.m. Breakout Sessions See page 3.
11:30 a.m.–12:30 p.m. Lunch (provided) Ballroom
12:30–2:00 p.m. Breakout Sessions See page 3.
2:00–2:15 p.m. Break

2:15–3:15 p.m.

Role-Alike Networking—An expert-facilitated conversation with others who share similar 
responsibilities
Building Administrators and Instructional Coaches— 
Angela Freese Boston 2 & 3

Central Office—Tom Schimmer Ballroom
Elementary Teachers—Nicole Dimich Vagle Preston
Secondary Teachers—Katie White Boston 1

Thursday, July 18

7:00–8:00 a.m.
Registration Ballroom Lobby
Continental Breakfast Ballroom

8:00–9:45 a.m. Keynote—Nicole Dimich Vagle
Instructional Agility: Assessment in Real Time Ballroom 

9:45–10:00 a.m. Break
10:00–11:30 a.m. Breakout Sessions See page 4.
11:30 a.m.–12:30 p.m. Lunch (provided) Ballroom 
12:30–2:00 p.m. Breakout Sessions See page 4.
2:00–2:15 p.m. Break

2:15–2:45 p.m.

Topic-Alike Discussions—An expert-facilitated conversation about a specific assessment topic
Assessment Design—Angela Freese Boston 1
Grading—Tom Schimmer Boston 2 & 3
Feedback—Nicole Dimich Vagle Preston 
Culture Shifts and Repurposing Homework—Katie White & 
Cassandra Erkens Ballroom

Friday, July 19
7:00–8:00 a.m. Continental Breakfast Ballroom 
8:00–9:30 a.m. Breakout Sessions See page 5.
9:30–9:45 a.m. Break

9:45–11:30 a.m. Keynote—Cassandra Erkens
Getting to the Good Stuff: Student Investment Ballroom 

Agenda is subject to change.



Day 1 Breakout Sessions
Assessment Architecture

10:00–11:30 a.m.
Angela Freese
Assessing Unstoppable Learning: Using Evidence to Secure Student Achievement Boston 2 & 3

Tom Schimmer 
Grading From the Inside Out Ballroom 

Nicole Dimich Vagle 
Designing Effective Assessments in Three Steps Preston 

Katie White 
Softening the Edges: Refining Our Assessment Practices Boston 1 

12:30–2:00 p.m.
Angela Freese 
Putting the Pieces Together: Clarifying What, When, and How Much Boston 2 & 3

Tom Schimmer 
Reassessment the Right Way Ballroom

Nicole Dimich Vagle 
Writing Effective Items and Tasks Preston 

Katie White 
How Changing One Thing Can Change Everything: The Power of Learning Continuums Boston 1 

Agenda is subject to change.



Day 2 Breakout Sessions
Instructional Agility

10:00–11:30 a.m.
Cassandra Erkens 
Engineering Engaging Conversations Preston 

Angela Freese 
Linking Assessment to the Four Critical Questions of a PLC Boston 2 & 3

Tom Schimmer 
Effective Leadership in Assessment and Grading Ballroom 

Katie White 
Feedback That Works Boston 1

12:30–2:00 p.m.
Cassandra Erkens 
Making Homework Count Ballroom 

Angela Freese 
Playmakers: Leading a Culture of Assessment Boston 2 & 3

Nicole Dimich Vagle 
Rubrics and Scales: Designing and Using Them Well Preston 

Katie White 
Assessment as the Key to Everyday Creativity Boston 1

Agenda is subject to change.



Day 3 Breakout Sessions
Student Investment

8:00–9:30 a.m.
Angela Freese 
Engaging the 3Rs to Leverage Student Achievement Boston 2 & 3

Tom Schimmer 
Assessing Critical Thinking Ballroom 

Nicole Dimich Vagle 
Analyzing Student Work to Plan Instruction and Intervention Preston 

Katie White 
Building Strong Self-Assessment Skills for All Ages Boston 1

Agenda is subject to change.
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Day 1—Keynote
Tom Schimmer
Essential Assessment: Building Hope, Efficacy, and Achievement
To maximize its effectiveness, assessment must build hope, efficacy, and achievement. Based on
his book Essential Assessment: Six Tenets for Bringing Hope, Efficacy, and Achievement to the 
Classroom (Solution Tree Press, 2017), Tom Schimmer emphasizes why, more than ever, 
assessment fluency and capacity are the most effective and efficient professional investments 
teachers can make. Tom outlines the six assessment tenets that allow teachers to create a culture 
of assessment that leaves learners optimistic about their success. Participants also focus on how 
these tenets transfer seamlessly to assessing student attributes and cross-curricular competencies.

Learning outcomes include:
• Understanding the value of assessment literacy to teachers
• Examining the interconnectedness of the six essential assessment tenets
• Exploring how the assessment tenets transfer to student attributes and cross-curricular

competencies

Day 1—Morning Breakouts
Angela Freese
Assessing Unstoppable Learning: Using Evidence to Secure Student Achievement
Assessment is the game changer for driving our teaching and learning cycle. Yet some practices 
create confusion because the focus on measurement and ranking overshadows the true capacity of 
assessment to leverage the achievement of students and the pedagogical development of teachers. 
Using assessment as a tool to focus on students’ strengths and uncover misconceptions or gaps 
provides the opportunity to build students’ sense of efficacy, hope, and possibility to move forward 
in their learning. Participants receive templates and tools to enhance this work with their teams.

Participants in this session will:
• Explore methods and receive tools for seeking, gathering, discussing, and responding

to current evidence that highlights what students know and can do with what they have
been taught.

• Utilize processes for collaboratively engaging teacher teams and students to use
assessment as learning.

• Enhance a systems design approach to harmonize the collective impact of curriculum,
instruction, and assessment.

Day 1 Session Descriptions
Assessment Architecture



Tom Schimmer
Grading From the Inside Out
Developing a standards-based mindset is the oft overlooked, but essential, first step of long-term 
grading reform. Based on his book Grading From the Inside Out: Bringing Accuracy to Student 
Assessment Through a Standards-Based Mindset (Solution Tree Press, 2016), Tom Schimmer 
outlines how to take a standards-based approach to grading, even when a traditional grading and 
reporting paradigm exists. He discusses the non-negotiable, true north of grading for accuracy 
and with confidence and the three essential practices that are the cornerstones for developing a 
standards-based mindset.

Learning outcomes include:
• Understanding how to audit any grading practice through the lens of accuracy and

confidence
• Exploring the faulty logic behind traditional grading practices
• Identifying replacement routines and practices that establish a standards-based mindset

and approach to grading, independent of any changes to school or district policy

Nicole Dimich Vagle
Designing Effective Assessments in Three Steps 
When designed well, assessments provide meaningful evidence of student learning. This session 
introduces an assessment design process based on Nicole Dimich Vagle’s book, Design in Five: 
Essential Phases to Create Engaging Assessment Practice (Solution Tree Press, 2015). Participants 
in this session learn three steps to designing high-quality assessments: choosing standards, 
crafting learning goals, and planning assessment methods to ensure accurate information that 
communicates proficiency and provides insight into next steps for instruction. Participants 
receive tools and templates to focus this work. Administrators and those who support teachers 
will find these resources useful in facilitating quality assessment design in their own contexts. 

Participants in this session learn:
• Key aspects of assessment validity
• A three-step protocol to design or revise quality assessments
• The most effective methods in ensuring accurate assessment evidence

Katie White
Softening the Edges: Refining Our Assessment Practices
Sometimes, despite our best intentions and dedicated work, our assessment practices can provide 
challenges for both our students and ourselves. This session explores assessment in a new way, 
using the analogies of hard and soft edges. Participants will explore a process for refining five key 
assessment practices (preassessment, formative assessment, self-assessment, summative assessment 
and reporting) to ensure positive outcomes occur for educators and learners simultaneously. 

Participants will:
• Explore the metaphor of hard and soft edges in relation to assessment decisions and the

needs of the whole person (teachers and students).
• Clarify the purposes and methods by which teachers and systems engage in

preassessment, formative assessment, self-assessment, summative assessment and
reporting and possible outcomes that reflect “hard edges.”

• Explore a process for refining assessment approaches to “soften the edges.”

Day 1 Session Descriptions
Assessment Architecture



Day 1—Afternoon Breakouts
Angela Freese
Putting the Pieces Together: Clarifying What, When, and How Much
Summative or formative? Rubric or checklist? Before, during, or after instruction? These are a few 
of the various questions teachers and teams grapple with as they prepare to design their units of 
study and gather information on what students know and can do. The uncertainty and dissonance 
that may plague a system’s approach to assessment design and delivery is not uncommon. This 
session helps participants navigate their current realities in order to achieve clarity and cohesion 
for intentional, effective assessment practices to thrive in classrooms, schools, and districts.

Participants in this session will:
• Differentiate instructional intentions from what is actually being implemented to support

student achievement.
• Utilize collaborative team structures to determine what to assess, when to assess it, and

how to gather evidence of student learning.
• Learn strategies that support evidence of learning to intentionally impact next steps in

instructional practice.

Tom Schimmer
Reassessment the Right Way
Reassessment is one of the most misunderstood aspects of sound grading practices. Much 
more than simply a do-over, reassessment involves clear assessment information, targeted 
instruction that matches the level of intensity as it relates to student needs, and reverification of 
new proficiency levels. This session helps participants see reassessment as a natural part of the 
learning process, not just something earned by jumping through manufactured hoops to make 
the process more difficult. Participants also explore reassessment at the school policy level and 
the classroom practice level.

Participants in this session:
• Understand the essential role reassessment plays within a learning-centered culture.
• Explore the most productive approaches to creating district, school, department, and

team-based reassessment policies.
• Learn how to establish the “social contract” of reassessment and the accompanying

routines within individual classrooms.

Day 1 Session Descriptions
Assessment Architecture



Nicole Dimich Vagle
Writing Effective Items and Tasks
Nicole Dimich Vagle shows participants how to recognize and write meaningful multiple-choice 
items and constructed response items at various cognitive levels. When written well and used 
effectively, these types of questions can provide quality information to describe and further 
student learning. The use of these types of items in instruction can be powerful in helping 
students achieve at high levels. Teachers and teams will find these ideas applicable to designing 
assessments and creating engaging instruction.

Learning outcomes include:
• Identifying key characteristics of multiple choice and constructed response items
• Applying tools and templates to write effective multiple choice and constructed response

items at various depth of knowledge (DOK) levels
• Discovering ways to use multiple choice and constructed response items formatively

Katie White
How Changing One Thing Can Change Everything: The Power of Learning Continuums
When we are planning to enhance student learner outcomes, it is hard to know where to start! 
Learning is incredibly complex and each piece of the process holds a vital role in the success of 
the learner. However, sometimes changing one single aspect of how we approach the teaching and 
learning cycle can affect everything else, resulting in positive outcomes for both our learners and 
ourselves. Katie White explores the power of creating learning continuums.

Participants will:
• Explore the story of a young learner and her shifting investment in her own learning

journey.
• Learn the process for designing a learning continuum (targets and criteria).
• Utilize the continuum to enhance assessment design in personal teaching contexts.

Day 1 Session Descriptions
Assessment Architecture



Day 2—Keynote
Nicole Dimich Vagle
Instructional Agility: Assessment in Real Time 
There is power and possibility in the moments teachers recognize students’ confusion or 
understanding. What they do with this information can push students to gain more confidence 
or shut them down. Through questions, observations, and feedback, teachers—individually and 
collaboratively—maneuver and pivot to intentionally use assessment to inspire learners to gain 
confidence and achieve at high levels.

Day 2—Morning Breakouts
Cassandra Erkens
Engineering Engaging Conversations
The quality of formative data a teacher can generate during instruction is directly related to the 
quality of the questions he or she asks and the classroom conversations that result. Cassandra Erkens 
provides rationale for using conversation as an instructional foundation and explores options for 
creating engaging conversations and criteria to monitor student engagement and learning.

Learning outcomes include:
• Understanding the rationale and role of engineering conversations as an instructional

foundation
• Exploring frameworks for generating engaging conversations
• Applying a criteria for monitoring student engagement and learning

Angela Freese
Linking Assessment to the Four Critical Questions of a Professional Learning Community
You have embraced the principles of the PLC at Work process—a focus on learning, a focus on 
collaboration, and a focus on results—and are making great progress building alignment with 
your teams. You are ready for your collective commitments to translate into improved student 
achievement and accelerated growth for your learners. But you are finding yourself stuck. You 
have results from standardized assessments and benchmark data but are wondering how to create 
spaces to gather in-the-moment evidence of how well students are learning. 

Participants in this session learn how to link the four critical questions—1) What do we want 
students to know and be able to do?; 2) How will we know when they have learned it?; 3) How 
will we respond if they have not yet learned it?; and 4) How will we respond when they already 
know it?—to the essential assessment practices that will transform student performance.

Day 2 Session Descriptions
Instructional Agility



Tom Schimmer
Effective Leadership in Assessment and Grading
With any change effort, leadership matters! Tom Schimmer explores the steps leaders can take 
to transform grading and assessment practices within any context. Highlights include effective 
leadership strategies, mindsets, and practices that maximize the potential success of any 
implementation effort, the natural evolution of new ideas, the ways to plan for short-term wins, and 
ideas for handling the inevitable challenges and roadblocks. Whether a leader by title or by influence, 
participants bring together ideas that make assessment transformations possible and sustainable.

Learning outcomes include:
• Identifying the ways leaders cultivate the conditions to support grading reform
• Understanding the natural evolution of new ideas in an organization
• Exploring ways for leaders to manage inevitable implementation roadblocks and challenges

Katie White
Feedback That Works
We know that feedback is one of the most effective ways to grow learning but not all feedback is 
created equal. Katie White focuses on the practical ins and outs of providing effective, timely, and 
ongoing feedback to students as part of the formative and summative assessment process.

Participants will:
• Build a shared understanding of the qualities of effective feedback.
• Explore practical strategies for offering feedback to learners.
• Apply feedback strategies to personal contexts.

Day 2—Afternoon Breakouts
Cassandra Erkens
Making Homework Count
Teachers use homework for three primary purposes: practice, preparation, and extension 
of classroom learning. According to some research, homework is one of the most powerful 
instructional strategies teachers employ to impact student achievement. Yet other research 
indicates there is little to no correlation between homework and current achievement results. 
How might we leverage homework to increase student productivity and achievement? 
Participants explore necessary considerations for the design and use of homework as a formative 
assessment tool to positively impact student learning.

Learning outcomes include:
• Aligning the intent of homework with promising practices in homework design and use
• Identifying formative assessment tools and processes to support the use of homework as

an opportunity for safe practice
• Exploring error as a means to develop instructionally agile responses to data from practice

opportunities for maximizing learning

Day 2 Session Descriptions
Instructional Agility



Angela Freese
Playmakers: Leading a Culture of Assessment
The demands of building and district leaders are extraordinarily high. As we attempt to maintain 
balance of the varied, demanding roles of our positions, how can we remain diligent to our duty 
of ensuring high levels of learning for every child? We can best leverage our efforts when we 
create a balanced system of assessment and more deeply understand the collective commitments 
needed from the adults to maximize outcomes for students. Angela Freese leads an action-
oriented session where participants gain tips and perspectives on how to set up teachers for 
student success.

Participants can expect to:
• Form a school learning team through acknowledging the required competencies for

system change.
• Lean into the mental models that will support their system to ensure high levels of

learning for all students.
• Understand the balance of assessment to provide a comprehensive picture of what

students know and to what level they know it.
• Discuss the shift from using assessment to sort and categorize students to using

assessment to motivate and engage them to exhibit a growth mindset and be active
partners in their own learning.

Nicole Dimich Vagle
Rubrics and Scales: Designing and Using Them Well
Effective rubrics offer students and teachers descriptions of the quality of student work and 
progress toward achieving standards. While rubrics may have powerful formative and summative 
purposes, they can be overwhelming to create or use well. Participants in this session explore the 
design and use of effective, efficient, and meaningful rubrics.

Learning outcomes from this session include: 
• Identifying characteristics of quality rubrics and how they differ from proficiency scales
• Designing effective and meaningful rubrics
• Discovering how to use rubrics for formative purposes

Katie White
Assessment as the Key to Everyday Creativity
The partnership between formative assessment and creativity flourishes when it improves 
learning outcomes for students and increases their ability to make decisions and take risks in 
the short and long term. This is how we can leverage assessment to unlock creativity. When we 
connect strong assessment criteria to self-assessment, goal setting, and feedback, we develop 
creative learners who accept responsibility for their continued growth and are empowered to 
share their voices.

Participants in this session:
• Explore the four stages of the creative process and the ways that assessment advances each

stage.
• Engage in a practical simulation, consider outcomes, and reflect on the implications for

learners.
• Apply the connection between assessment and creativity in personal contexts.

Day 2 Session Descriptions
Instructional Agility



Day 3—Keynote
Cassandra Erkens
Getting to the Good Stuff: Student Investment
In the ideal classroom, all learners would be deeply invested in their learning, demonstrating 
motivation, persistence, passion, and high levels of intellectual risk taking and engagement. Is 
that even realistic? Yes! But changes to current assessment practices and systems are essential if 
learners will ever be able to self-regulate as they engage in the work of deep learning. This keynote 
explores the mental mindset and strategies that educators must employ to support learners in 
getting to the good stuff.

Learning outcomes include:
• Identifying barriers that block learners from truly investing in their learning
• Exploring the educator’s mindset that is required to support deep learning at the

classroom level
• Identifying strategies and tools that teachers can use to support learners in self-regulation

Day 3—Breakouts
Angela Freese
Engaging the 3Rs to Leverage Student Achievement
Relationships in the classroom are an essential gateway for promoting investment, ownership, 
and efficacy for students. We rely on our ability to leverage those relationships in order to engage 
students on their learning pathway. How do we create and utilize assessments that promote the 
expected levels of rigor and also engage students in seeing the relevance of the content in their own 
lives? Participants explore the harmony of relationships, rigor, and relevance in assessment design.

Learning outcomes include:
• Exploring the content and context of standards relative to assessment design
• Discussing and determining approaches to assessment design that heighten rigor
• and relevance
• Planning for student investment in learning through integration of 21st-century skills

Tom Schimmer
Assessing Critical Thinking
Critical thinking sits at the heart of the competencies that are essential for learners to develop in 
the 21st century. Tom Schimmer highlights how educators can take advantage of their assessment 
fundamentals to seamlessly assess critical thinking. Specifically, participants learn 1) how specifist and 
generalist views of critical thinking can contribute to schools developing a comprehensive approach 
to critical thinking, 2) various tools that can be developed in support of assessment, 3) instructional 
implications for creating critical thinking opportunities, and 4) dispositional habits of critical thinkers.

Learning outcomes include:
• Examining the overlap and contradiction between the two dominant psychological views

of critical thinking
• Understanding why and how the assessment of critical thinking relies heavily on clearly

articulated performance criteria
• Exploring how learners can, through the cultivation of habitual behaviors and

dispositions, develop into critical thinkers

Day 3 Session Descriptions
Student Investment



Nicole Dimich Vagle
Analyzing Student Work to Plan Instruction and Intervention
We have an overwhelming amount of data at our fingertips. This can lead to collaborative teams 
feeling overwhelmed or in a constant cycle of assessing without pausing to maximize the value 
of this information. Common formative assessments provide insight into the extent in which 
students learned essential standards. When analyzed, these insights guide teachers to design 
instruction and intervention that meets students’ needs and allows them to gain confidence and 
achieve at high levels. This session offers a process for examining student work before planning 
effective instruction and intervention.

Learning outcomes from this session include:
• Considering the connections among essential standards, assessment, and intervention to

ensure learning for all
• Discovering how to choose effective intervention and instructional strategies based on

student work
• Analyzing student work to identify instruction and interventions needed for students to

achieve proficiency and mastery.

Katie White
Building Strong Self-Assessment Skills for All Ages
Strong self-assessment in classrooms leads to investment and growth for learners through co-
constructed learning experiences that precisely address student needs. So, what do we do when 
our learners may not yet have refined the skill of self-assessment? We build the subskills that 
provide the foundation for student ownership as they move through the system. Katie White 
explores the power of self-assessment to nurture hope and efficacy in learners. By empowering 
students to be in charge of their learning stories, educators can support the development of 
learners who are confident and capable.

Participants in this session:
• Discover the 6Ps of strong self-assessment.
• Explore the subskills of self-assessment that work together to develop assessment-

proficient learners.
• Consider ways to embed self-assessment into personal learning contexts.

Day 3 Session Descriptions
Student Investment



Visit SolutionTree.com for a complete list of titles. 

Cassandra Erkens
Cassandra Erkens is a presenter, facilitator, coach, trainer 
of trainers, author, and teacher. She presents on assessment, 
instruction, school improvement, and PLCs.

Cassandra is an adjunct faculty member at local universities 
where she instructs teachers in graduate education courses. She 
has authored an array of trainings and has designed and delivered 
training-of-trainers programs for two education-based companies.

As an educator and recognized leader, Cassandra has served as a 
senior high school English teacher, director of staff development 

at the district level, regional school improvement facilitator, and director of staff and organization 
development in the private sector.

Twitter: @cerkens
Solution Tree Resources:

Visit SolutionTree.com for a complete list of titles. 



Angela Freese
Angela Freese is an author and speaker with expertise in 
assessment, leadership, system improvement, and strategic 
planning. Most recently, Angela has served as a director of 
research, assessment, and accountability as well as a director of 
learning analytics and systems improvements for school districts 
in the greater Minneapolis-St. Paul area. She has been a building 
administrator and teacher at the elementary and middle 
school levels, working with highly diverse and mobile student 
populations, as well as a district curriculum specialist.

Angela’s combination of district-level leadership and 
principalship provide rich experience in promoting systems thinking via collaborative structures that 
highlight the marriage of curriculum, assessment, and instruction within a learning organization. She 
has facilitated work with instructional coaches and curriculum-support teachers to bring the “what” 
and the “how” of learning together for teachers and administrators.

Twitter: @freeseframe912
Solution Tree Resource:



Tom Schimmer
Tom Schimmer is an author and a speaker with expertise in 
assessment, grading, leadership, and behavioral support. An 
educator for more than 20 years, Tom is a former district-
level leader, high school principal, school administrator, and 
teacher. As a district-level leader, he was a member of the senior 
management team responsible for overseeing efforts to support 
and build instructional capacities of teachers and administrators. 
Tom presents internationally for schools and districts. 

Twitter: @TomSchimmer
Solution Tree Resources:



Nicole Dimich Vagle
Nicole Dimich Vagle works with educators in presentations, 
trainings, and consultations to address critical issues and 
facilitate improved support of student learning. 

She was a high school reform specialist, where she worked 
with staff to support the implementation of small learning 
communities. This work included coaching individual educators 
and teams of teachers in assessment, literacy, and high 
expectations. Nicole also helped implement a data templates 
project in collaboration with the University of Minnesota. As 
training coordinator, she helped educators design templates to 
track and analyze data.

A former English teacher, Nicole was a program evaluator and trainer at the Princeton Center for 
Leadership Training in New Jersey.

Twitter: @NicoleVagle
Solution Tree Resources:

Visit SolutionTree.com for a complete list of titles. 



Katie White
Katie White is a coordinator of learning for the North East 
School Division in Saskatchewan, Canada. Katie has been 
an integral part of her school division’s educational reform, 
including a focus on renewed curricula and standards-based 
assessment and reporting. 

She is passionate about helping educators understand 
connections between curriculum, instruction, and 
assessment. Her creative approaches help teachers to reach 
each learner in every classroom. 

Katie facilitates teacher and administrator groups worldwide. Her sense of humor and flexible 
approach to adult learning make her a sought-after professional support for systems and schools.

Katie is a comoderator of the All Things Assessment Twitter chat (#ATAssess) and a frequent 
contributor to the All Things Assessment blog.

Twitter: KatieWhite426
Solution Tree Resources:




