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Student enrollment: 
5,580

Charter school leaders work with 
ABCA to forge a collaborative path 
to a brighter assessment future 
for students
This case study describes the powerful work done 
by two different organizations—Central Michigan 
University’s Center for Charter Schools and Choice 
Schools Associates—as the organizations worked 
independently and collaboratively to implement more 
balanced assessment systems.

Key Players
Christopher White, Central Michigan 
University
Dr. Christopher White provides leadership in the 
areas of assessment and evaluation to support 
school performance and accountability efforts and 
inform public policy. In his role he ensures that the 
Center has the information necessary to make 

data-informed decisions regarding academic school performance and 
contractual performance. In support of the Center’s partner schools, 
Dr. White ensures that schools are using current best practices in 
academic assessment. He is also responsible for ensuring the Center is 
well positioned to advance using data to inform authorizing practices 
and to target resources to more effectively determine and improve the 
performance of schools authorized by CMU.

Sherry Betcher, Central Michigan University
Sherry Betcher has been serving in her current 
role as assessment manager for the past 15 
years. In this role, her primary responsibility is 
to provide support to CMU’s partner schools 
and to help them use assessment data to make 



Chris noticed that not only could ABCA 
provide focus and structure, but also it 
could promote local flexibility. School 
educators could decide on their focus 
within a balanced assessment system and 
how to organize and pace their learning. 
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decisions to improve their practice. Her job 
also includes ensuring compliance among the 
charter schools that CMU authorizes. This 
requires that Sherry explain charter contract 
requirements, provide schools the support 
needed to fulfill those requirements, and then 
verify that schools have met the requirements.

Kristin Molyneux, Choice 
Schools
Kristin has spent her entire 
career in education working 
for Choice Schools. During 
her career, Kristen has held 

a wide variety of different positions including 
teacher aide, middle school teacher, curriculum 
specialist and, most recently, Chief of Academic 
Excellence and the Director of Environmental 
Education Development at Choice Schools. In 
her current role, Kristin works with all 15 Choice 
Schools to help schools build capacity to enact a 
guaranteed and viable curriculum. 

The work of the CMU team
Chris and Sherry (the CMU team) stress that 
even though the CMU Center for Charter Schools 
relies on benchmark assessment for evaluation 
purpose, it is important that schools do not 
rely on a single metric of their performance 
but rather adopt a “balanced approach to 
assessment.” While summative and benchmark 
assessments are important, they are not all that 
matters. Ensuring charter school educators that 
this is the case requires the CMU team to talk 
extensively about assessment literacy. 

Chris and Sherry had already been thinking 
about balanced assessment when a few years 
ago Chris attend the Michigan Assessment 
Consortium’s Building a Better Assessment 
Future (BBAF) conference. One session Chris 
attended featured the Achieving Balance in 
Classroom Assessment (ABCA) program, 
where Chris realized that at “most schools 
in the state, a lot of people could use some 
more knowledge about how to use multiple 
points of data to make decisions.” He left the 

session feeling convinced that participating 
in ABCA and extending this opportunity to 
others was critical for his role because, among 
other things, Chris and Sherry were concerned 
that educators at the schools CMU authorizes 
mistakenly believed that the role of authorizing 
was that only of compliance. 

Of course, verifying compliance is part of the 
authorizer role, but Chris emphasized that the 
CMU team and other authorizers “do have 
expertise and knowledge where we could 
really, really be helpful to schools,” but finding 
the appropriate content and venue would 
be essential. From what Chris heard at the 
BBAF session, he believed participating in 
ABCA could be a lever the CMU team could 
participate in to help partner schools see 
authorizers as more than mere compliance 
enforcers. He hoped ABCA could give school-
based educators “the tools that schools would 
need to be successful in examining all of their 
different assessment practices.” Importantly, 
Chris noticed that not only could ABCA provide 
focus and structure, but also it could promote 
local flexibility. School educators could decide 
on their focus within a balanced assessment 
system and how to organize and pace their 
learning. For this reason, ABCA was ideal 
because it balanced guidance and flexibility 
aligned with the reality of the CMU team’s 
situation, as Chris explained: 

“[In ABCA] we’re not telling them 
exactly what you must do. Instead, 
we’re giving them possibilities of things 
that they might want to think about 
and walking them through that. And 
so, I think that became important for 
us because we could be helpful and 



ABCA provided the Choice Schools team 
new ideas that would help them build on 
their prior work and understanding.  
The ABCA experience also connected 
them with other like-minded educators 
(from the CMU team and beyond) with 
whom they could learn alongside. 
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not prescribe things because as an 
authorizer, that is not our role. I cannot 
say, you must use this curriculum or 
you must use these teaching strategies 
specifically, but we can provide tools 
and outline best practices.”

Getting involved in ABCA
After attending BBAF, Chris followed up 
with Dr. Ellen Vorenkamp, the Director 
of Professional Learning at the Michigan 
Assessment Consortium, to determine if 
ABCA would be a wise investment for charter 
authorizers. Chris learned that, while ABCA 
had never had a charter authorizer participate 
in the program, the program had engaged 
charter management companies, which are 
educational service providers for public charter 
schools. Because they could see great value 
in the program and because the program was 
a good fit for authorizers, Chris and the CMU 
team decided to commit to ABCA. 

Because of this insistence on school autonomy 
regarding whether or not to participate in 
ABCA and how to implement what was 
learned, Chris decided to reach out to Choice 
Schools specifically to see if they would join 
ABCA. He wanted to partner with a charter 
management company because he believed 
that working closely with educators at the 
school level would enrich the experience both 
for the charter management company and for 
the CMU team. Chris also wanted a thought 
partner to help identify possible barriers when 
CMU offered the cohort to other schools and 
management organizations. 

A total of five administrators and central office 
staff from Choice Schools agreed to join the 
ABCA program. In addition to wanting to 
work more closely with the CMU team, joining 
ABCA made sense to the Choice Schools 
team because participating in the program 
would allow them to build on work they were 
already doing to ensure balanced assessment 
practices. When the Choice Schools team 

attended the first learning session on the 
importance of priority standards and a 
guaranteed and viable curriculum, they soon 
realized that they were already engaged in 
this important work. While in some ways 
Kristin Molyneux lamented “the amount of 
time we could have saved if we would have 
had this entire thing laid out for us already,” 
she was also encouraged that she and her 
team were on the right track. On this point, 
Kristin said, “it was also extremely reassuring 
because we followed almost the exact same 
process” as that being advocated in the ABCA 
program. 

Being on the right track did not mean that 
ABCA was a redundant experience for the 
Choice Schools team. Rather, ABCA provided 
the Choice Schools team new ideas that 
would help them build on their prior work 
and understanding. The ABCA experience 
also connected them with other like-minded 
educators (from the CMU team and beyond) 
with whom they could learn alongside. 

After each session, the CMU the team would 
meet to discuss the content of the session and 
extract elements of content that they could 
later use in their work with the schools they 
authorized. The CMU team would also check in 
with the Choice Schools team to confirm that 
the chosen content made sense at the school 
level. Chris said he and his team were “slowly 
planning” over the course of the year to 
prepare themselves for more expansive work 
with additional charter schools within the CMU 
portfolio the following year. At the conclusion 
of the team’s participation in ABCA, Chris 



Because learning sessions were structured 
so that educators could discuss both 
what they were learning and how they 
were enacting their learning in their local 
context, strong relationships across and 
within schools began to form. 
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explained, “We felt confident that we had the 
information and the resources we needed, so 
we started planning our own replica of that 
same exact series.” The CMU team was soon 
ready to invite schools to participate in the 
ABCA inspired learning program. 

Enacting a learning series 
inspired by ABCA
After participating in ABCA for a year, the 
CMU team felt well prepared to engage the 
schools they authorized in learning about 
balanced assessment systems. They hoped 
to enlist the help of the Choice Schools team. 
Kristin recalled Chris saying, “Hey, we’re going 
to start rolling this out next year. We’d love for 
you to be a part of it.” The Choice School team 
jumped at the chance to help lead the learning. 

With the Choice Schools team on board, 
the CMU team was ready to involve other 
schools. They extended an “open invitation” 
to all the charter management organizations 
and authorized schools but stressed that 
participation was entirely voluntary. It was 
up to schools to determine for themselves 
if the program was right for them. Like any 
professional learning, the learning sessions 
would require a considerable investment 
of time and effort, extending the necessary 
training and work over the course of a school 
year. For this reason, no school was compelled 
to participate.

Administrators at seven charter schools 
agreed to participate with their leadership 
teams in the year-long professional learning 
sessions hosted by the CMU team. In August, 
following the CMU’s participation in ABCA, 
the CMU team set up an initial face-to-face 
professional learning session with volunteer 
schools. Overall, 25 members from seven 
partnering schools attended the session. 
During the inaugural session, the group 
focused on implementing priority standards 
and ensuring that all students had access 
to a guaranteed and viable curriculum. 

Kristin and another member of her Choice 
Schools team) helped co-lead the session, an 
opportunity that allowed them to share their 
experiences as well as their formal learning. 
Kristin said that presenting “started bringing 
to life some of this work that we’ve done,” 
and also allowed her to share some of the 
“pitfalls” (including convincing teachers of 
the importance of essential standards) that 
inevitably come with trying something new 
and ambitious. 

Subsequent monthly meetings were virtual 
and focused on a specific component of a 
balanced assessment system. Overall, the 
CMU team’s sessions reflected the topic 
structure of the ABCA program, and they 
used many of the resources that ABCA had 
made available. The CMU team vetted these 
resources and used those that they believed 
would work best for the participating schools. 
The CMU team also capitalized on the 
expertise of its own internal expertise and the 
expertise of the charter organizations. 

Through the professional development 
sessions, the CMU team helped build a 
networked community of learners across the 
seven schools that were deeply engaged in 
learning about balanced assessment systems. 
Because learning sessions were structured so 
that educators could discuss both what they 
were learning and how they were enacting 
their learning in their local context, strong 
relationships across and within schools began 
to form. The CMU team also strengthened its 
relationship with schools during sessions and 
between sessions as evidenced by the fact 
that school educators started reaching out to 
Chris and Sherry to ask questions and to solicit 
feedback. 
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While the CMU team developed its own set 
of professional learning sessions, the team 
remained closely connected to ABCA and the 
work of the MAC. They used their connection 
with Ellen Vorenkamp to enlist her to present 
on the formative assessment process in the 
spring. The CMU team hoped that educators 
from the charter management organizations 
would both learn from Ellen in the current 
session and develop a relationship with her for 
the future. As of this publication, one school—
Old Redford Academy—has made this 
connection. She has been leading Old Redford 
Academy teachers through the principles 
and practices of the formative assessment 
process and in building local capacity to lead 
professional learning sessions on formative 
assessment.

Reflection on the ABCA 
experience and subsequent 
work with schools
By first participating in ABCA and then 
extending an ABCA-inspired learning 
opportunity to the charter schools authorized 
by CMU, CMU staff was able to build stronger 
relationships with participating schools. 
In the process, the CMU team was able 
to promote its priority of helping schools 
improve teaching and learning through well-
rounded use of assessment. The CMU team 
was able to spread the message to schools 
that benchmark assessments like the NWEA 
were not the “end all, be all” and the “only 
assessment that matters” but rather just 
a “piece of the puzzle” and one of many 
indicators that school educators should be 
considering. ABCA and the CMU team’s 
unwavering focus on balanced assessment 
also helped schools see that how assessment 
of different forms and for different purposes 
aligned with what many schools were already 
doing. Importantly, ABCA helped schools 
bolster the potential of assessment in schools. 
Sherry explained that the CMU team was able 
to harness its learning from ABCA to develop 

its own professional learning sequence that 
allowed schools to concentrate their efforts 
“on where they really need it most and grow 
from there.” This made the professional 
learning program “really appealing” for 
schools and helped CMU cultivate its working 
relationship with the schools it authorizes. 

While the CMU team had worked with schools 
prior to ABCA through school improvement 
programs like Data Wise, ABCA provided the 
CMU team with the opportunity to further 
develop its expertise and engage schools in 
learning about balanced assessment. ABCA 
afforded the team the chance to capitalize on 
the professional learning sessions to develop 
a course of study of its own that it could enact 
with charter schools it authorized. In so doing, 
the CMU team expanded its role and provided 
schools with more robust support. Previously, 
CMU focused on helping educators administer, 
interpret, and respond to NWEA benchmark 
exams because, as Sherry explained, “That’s 
what we require and that is how we evaluate 
our schools.” While the CMU team understood 
the importance of this requirement, they also 
worried, as Sherry said, that focus on NWEA 
“sends the unintentional message that [the 
NWEA] is the most important thing, and it’s 
not the most important thing. The thing that’s 
going to impact students most directly is the 
formative assessment process.”	  

CMU’s prior efforts to work more closely 
with schools met with varied success, as 
some schools embraced the collaborative 
approach while others expressed concerns 
that the joint work might be perceived as part 
of their evaluation. Through ABCA-inspired 
professional learning opportunities, the CMU 
team was able to dismantle some of these 
barriers, build trusting relationships, establish 
networks across settings, and improve the 
assessment practices in schools.

The ABCA program and subsequent work with 
the CMU team and other schools also had 
tangible benefits for the Choice Schools team. 



Through ABCA-inspired professional 
learning opportunities, the CMU team was 
able to dismantle some of these barriers, 
build trusting relationships, establish 
networks across settings, and improve the 
assessment practices in schools.
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First, participating in these two related opportunities 
helped Choice Schools build on their prior learning 
and push for further change. Second, Choice Schools 
strengthened its relationship with other schools and 
with the CMU team through participation. Kristin 
said she has learned that the CMU team is a “great 
group to go to with questions” and has proven to 
be an invaluable thought partner. Thus, they have 
been able to move far beyond the typical authorizer-
authorizee relationship. 

The long difficult work continues, but it looks different 
for both the CMU team and Choice Schools now they 
have connected with ABCA and with each other. 
The strength of the collaborative learning will be a 
powerful tool in the work ahead, as CMU and Choice 
Schools continue to blend different organizational 
culture and strengthen their relationships in pursuit of 
improving educational opportunities for all students.” 
Both the CMU and Choice Schools teams are better 
equipped because they connected with the ABCA 
program and with each other. 

CONTACT 

Ellen Vorenkamp
Achieving Balance in Classroom Assessment 
evorenkamp@michiganassessmentconsortium.org

Christopher White 
Center for Charter Schools, Central Michigan 
University 
cwhite@thecenterforcharters.org

Kristin Molyneux 
Choice Schools Associates
kristinmolyneux@choiceschools.com

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 

1.	 What did you find most 
compelling about this case study?

2.	 This case study features the 
importance of personal initiative, 
making connections, and building 
relationships. How did each of 
these important elements help 
overcome challenges in the 
pursuit of successful participation 
and collaboration?

3.	 What did you learn from reading 
the case study that might help 
you in your context? 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

Achieving Balance in Classroom 
Assessment
qr.link/06xsHz

Center for Charter Schools, 
Central Michigan University 
www.thecenterforcharters.org

Choice Schools Associates
choiceschools.com

ABCA FAQs 
qr.link/MNWKzz

Learning Point: How do we 
design assessment systems for 
modern learning? 
bit.ly/LP-modern-learning

mailto:evorenkamp%40michiganassessmentconsortium.org?subject=
mailto:cwhite%40thecenterforcharters.org?subject=
mailto:kristinmolyneux%40choiceschools.com?subject=
http://qr.link/06xsHz
http://www.thecenterforcharters.org
http://choiceschools.com
http://qr.link/MNWKzZ
http://bit.ly/LP-modern-learning
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About the MAC
The Michigan Assessment Consortium (MAC) is a professional association of educators 
who believe quality education depends on accurate, balanced, and meaningful assessment. 
A nonpartisan and nonprofit organization, the MAC provides leadership and services to 
advance high-quality balanced assessment practices and systems.

We believe all children deserve a quality education that prepares them for success. Quality 
education depends on the alignment of curriculum, instruction, and balanced, meaningful 
assessment that advances as well as verifies learning. Educators must be assessment 
literate to improve educational results.

Since 2008, the MAC has worked to encourage and support schools in:

•	 Adopting standards and educator curriculum for assessment literacy

•	 Improving assessment literacy and skill among educators

•	 Implementing formative assessment practices to balance assessment

•	 Embracing assessment as a positive tool to guide teaching and learning

Learn more about us and explore all we have to offer at MichiganAssessmentConsortium.org

About MAC Case Studies
MAC’s Case Studies seek to connect educators to best practices in educational assessment. 
Guided by the needs of education practitioners, the MAC engages in study and action 
research to add to the collective knowledge about effective assessment practice. We create 
resources and tools that support assessment literacy and the use of high quality assessment 
practices and implementation of high quality assessment systems.

https://www.michiganassessmentconsortium.org
https://www.michiganassessmentconsortium.org

