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About the Alliance for Excellent Education

The mission of the Alliance for Excellent Education is to promote high
school transformation to make it possible for every child to graduate

prepared for postsecondary learning and success in life.

The Alliance for Excellent Education is a national policy and advocacy
organization, based in Washington, DC, working to improve national
and federal policy so that all students can achieve at high academic levels
and graduate high school ready for college, careers, and citizenship in the
twenty-first century.

The Alliance has developed a “Framework for Action to Improve Secondary
Schools” that informs a set of federal policy recommendations based on the
growing consensus of researchers, practitioners, and advocates about the

challenges and solutions for improving secondary student learning.

The framework, shown graphically here, encompasses seven policy areas
that represent key leverage points in ensuring a comprehensive, systematic

approach to improving secondary education. The framework also captures
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Introduction

“[D]ropping out of high school is no longer an option. Its not just quitting on
yourself, its quitting on your country—and. this country needs and values the
talents of every American. That is why we will provide the support necessary for
you to complete college and meet a new goal: by 2020, America will once again
have the highest proportion of college graduates in the world.”

—President Obama, February 24, 2009

College and Career Readiness for All: The Dual Challenge

Success in today’s global and entrepreneurial economy increasingly requires
some form of postsecondary education or training. Yet too many students—
particularly poor and minority students—leave the K—12 system without
the knowledge and skills necessary for success after high school. The long-
term implications of an inadequate education have social and economic
consequences for individuals, the communities in which they live, and the
nation as a whole. As a result, the country is beginning to embrace a new
goal for the public education system: graduate every child ready for college
and careers in the twenty-first-century global economy. And at the highest
levels of national leadership there is a call to action to dramatically increase

the number of American students going on to success in college.

The challenge ahead is twofold. First, the mission of our public education
system must shift from “educate some students and prepare them for

the twentieth-century American economy” to “educate all students and
prepare them for the twenty-first-century global economy.” The system
goals must be radically altered. These new expectations must be made

clear at all levels of the system—from federal and state policies establishing
standards, accountability systems, and graduation requirements to the
culture established in individual schools. The second part of the challenge is
to fundamentally improve the education system’s performance in delivering
this twenty-first-century education to all students. This will require
improvements in the delivery of instruction, the allocation of human,
financial, and other resources, and efforts to address the nation’s chronically
lowest-performing high schools, among other things. Ultimately, the nation
demands that the education system not only aspire to higher performance
for all students, but that it deliver that result.
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The federal government has traditionally taken action in the education
arena for three specific reasons: (1) to reduce poverty, increase equity, and
serve the most disadvantaged; (2) to ensure national security and economic
and competitive position; and (3) to advance research that supports state
and district innovation, policies, and practices. Given the economic,
societal, and civil rights imperatives of ensuring that the public education
system adequately prepares our students—the nation’s future workers,
consumers, and leaders—there is clearly a federal role in addressing the

current weaknesses in the system.

The Role of Assessments in Addressing the Dual Challenge

Assessments can be vital tools in addressing the dual challenge described
above—changing and raising expectations and improving the education
system’s capacity to meet those expectations. Assessments both clarify
expectations and measure progress toward meeting them. Assessment
results have consequences for students in the form of grades, promotion,
graduation, and college admission. Assessments also play a meaningful role
in improving the delivery of education. Classroom assessments help inform
educators’ classroom instruction on a daily basis. The results of summative
assessments—Ilarge-scale assessments designed to measure student learning
at the end of a period of time, such as a course or a grade—play an
important role in holding the system responsible for student outcomes,
particularly when they are shared publicly and transparently as part of
accountability and improvement systems. And assessment data—from a
variety of assessment sources—can help inform systemic improvement
efforts at the school, district, and state levels, guiding decisions about
professional development, resource allocation, and program effectiveness.

Federal policymakers have long recognized the power of summative
assessments in playing these various roles, primarily through the Elementary
and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA) and the Individuals with
Disabilities Act (IDEA). Over the course of the standards-based movement,
federal policy has increasingly required states to develop, administer, and
report the results of statewide assessments. The focus has shifted over time
from a narrow concentration on measurement to monitor specific program

implementation (for example, measuring the academic achievement of
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students served by a specific program, such as ESEA’s Title I) to monitoring
the academic achievement of all students.*

Today, the current version of ESEA, known as the No Child Left Behind
Act (NCLB), requires that states administer annual reading, math, and
science assessments to all students in grades 3-8 and once in grades 10-12,
and assessments of English language proficiency to all English language
learners in grades K—12. Through IDEA and NCLB, states are required

to include students with disabilities in these assessments, with or without
accommodations, and to develop an alternate assessment for students

with the most significant cognitive disabilities. Through the NCLB
accountability system, these results are reported publicly and used to trigger
mandated actions in low-performing schools. States must also participate in

the National Assessment of Educational Progress, also known as the Nation’s
Report Card.

Current Assessments and Assessment Policies Do Not Support
the Dual Challenge

Unfortunately, there is a general consensus that current assessment policies
and practices are not designed to support the dual challenge: they neither
establish the goal of college and career readiness for all students nor support
improved practices that will help educators achieve this goal. There are
oft-articulated criticisms of the quality of current summative assessments,
those assessments lack of usefulness to educators in improving instruction,
and the unintended consequences created by accountability systems that
rely so heavily on them. Concerns also exist about the lack of incentives

or policies to promote assessments that can inform teaching and learning,
such as formative assessments (classroom assessment practices that inform
daily instruction) and performance assessments (those that give students
opportunities to demonstrate their knowledge and skills through real-
world tasks that represent the key aspects of their learning). However, these
challenges are not insurmountable, and promising practices from across the

globe demonstrate ways forward. In the chapters that follow, leading experts

* W. J. Popham, The Role of Assessment in Federal Education Programs (Los Angeles: University of
California, Los Angeles, 2008).

INTRODUCTION



4

Chapter Synopses

e In “College and Work Readiness as a Goal of High Schools: The Role of
Standards, Assessments, and Accountability,” John Tanner of the Center
for Innovative Measures at the Council of Chief State School Officers
establishes why, in the twenty-first century, the nation needs standards,
assessments, and accountability systems aligned to college and career
readiness, and offers recommendations for federal policymakers to
support such efforts.

In “Reframing Accountability: Using Performance Assessments to Focus
Learning on Higher-Order Skills,” Ray Pecheone and Linda Darling-
Hammond of the School Redesign Network at Stanford University
discuss how performance assessments can help evaluate students’
ability to apply their knowledge and encourage teaching and learning of
higher-order skills. They describe what performance assessments are
and how they can benefit instruction, how they are being used to support
policy goals in the United States and abroad, the major challenges

and considerations that must be addressed to use performance
assessments well, and how federal policy can support the development
and implementation of high-quality assessments that both support and
evaluate more complex knowledge and skills.

In “Formative Assessment and Assessment for Learning,” Jan Chappuis,
Stephen Chappuis, and Richard Stiggins of the ETS Assessment Training
Institute describe the characteristics of formative assessment, with a
particular focus on those formative assessment practices that engage
and empower students in their own learning, or assessments for learning.
They also describe challenges related to the effective use of formative
assessment and recommended actions for policymakers.

In “The Role of Interim Assessments in a Comprehensive Assessment
System,” Judy Wurtzel, of the Aspen Institute, and Marianne Perie, Scott
Marion, and Brian Gong of the National Center for the Improvement of
Education Assessment, differentiate between true classroom formative
assessment and the interim assessments currently in the marketplace.
They then provide a framework for considering the appropriate role of
interim assessments.

In “International Assessments of Student Learning Outcomes,”

Andreas Schleicher of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development provides a brief introduction of the history of international
assessments and describes the potential benefits of international
assessments for educational policy and practice. He discusses some of
the methodological challenges faced in providing valid, comparable, and
reliable evidence, and offers recommendations to U.S. policymakers.

* In “Measuring Student Achievement Growth at the High School Level,”

Joseph Martineau of the Michigan Department of Education explains the
technical underpinnings of growth models, describes the various types
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of growth models, articulates challenges inherent to measuring growth
at the high school level, and explores implications for policymakers
interested in moving toward the widespread use of growth models.

In “Assessing High School English Language Learners,” Jamal Abedi of
the University of California at Davis describes the challenges inherent

in assessing the English proficiency and content knowledge of the
diverse high school English language learner (ELL) population and offers
recommendations to federal policymakers for creating reliable, valid, and
accessible assessments for ELL students.

In “Students with Disabilities: Expectations, Academic Achievement, and
the Critical Role of Inclusive Standards-Based Assessments in Improving
Outcomes,” Rachel Quenemoen of the National Center on Educational
Outcomes describes issues concerning the assessment of high school
students with disabilities in a standards-based accountability system,
ways to evaluate assessments that are inclusive of all students in the
accountability system, and recommendations for policymakers.

In “Assessments and Technology: A Powerful Combination for Improving
Teaching and Learning,” Erin Martin Gohl, Daniel Gohl, and Mary

Ann Wolf of the State Educational Technology Directors Association
describe how the use of technology to assess students and to

record and analyze performance can result in timely, appropriate, and
individualized instruction for all students. They highlight some of the
innovative approaches in using technology to assess student progress,
address current challenges in the use of technology, and provide
recommendations to federal policymakers to overcome those challenges.

describe some of the assessment challenges in greater detail and provide

federal recommendations on how to address them.

Rethinking Assessments and the Federal Role

Meeting the dual challenge of raising the bar for high school graduation
to represent college and career readiness while simultaneously helping to
ensure educators and students clear that bar will require rethinking the

assessments and the federal role in supporting them.

Current federal policy does nothing to establish college and career readiness
as the goal for all students or to ensure that standards and assessments are
both aligned to this goal and comparable across states. Today, the nation

relies on more than fifty sets of state standards and assessments that define
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expectations and proficiency in fifty different ways. As a result, expectations
about what students should learn are dependent on their state of residence,
zip code, and curriculum track rather than on a common understanding

of the skills, content, and competencies necessary for college, careers, and
life. Meanwhile, current federal policy mandates how educators should
address low-performing schools by requiring a specific sequence of one-size-
fits-all interventions that are not informed by more specific data about the

challenges that are unique to the schools themselves.

This approach should be reversed. Federal policy should establish college
and career readiness as the goal for all students and support collaborative
state-led efforts to define those expectations through a set of common
standards and assessments. Federal policy should require that policymakers,
administrators, and educators use information from these assessments to
inform decisionmaking around teaching, learning, and student outcomes
and ensure improvements. However, it should leave those decisions—about
what to do, when, and how—to the educators who are closest to students

and schools.

With this approach in mind, federal policy should do the following to
support the development and use of assessments to establish college and
career readiness as the goal for all students, and to improve the education

system’s capacity to meet that goal:

Support the development of common standards and assessments. Federal
policymakers should support state-led efforts to develop common standards
and assessments that are aligned to college and career readiness and reflect
global best practice. This should be accompanied by incentives for states to
adopt these standards and assessments, to use them as part of their K-12
accountability systems, and to better align secondary and postsecondary
education. Federal policy should continue to require states to include all
students, including students with disabilities or limited English proficiency,
in the assessment process, through the development of high-quality,
appropriate accommodations and modifications for those assessments.

Federal policy should also ensure full U.S. participation at the national and

state levels in international assessments of student performance, including
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the Programme for International Student Achievement (PISA) and the
Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMMS). These
opportunities to compare our performance and the quality of our standards
and assessments internationally are critical to efforts to improve policies,

practices, and student outcomes.

Support the timely and transparent communication and use of assessment
results. Assessment data is only actionable if it is accessible. NCLB made
significant progress on this front by requiring the public reporting of

test results for every school and each of its student subgroups. Federal
policymakers should continue this progress by supporting the timely and
transparent communication of all assessment results for use by educators,
parents, policymakers, and researchers. Federal policy should require the
use of information about students’ college and career readiness, along with
other important data, to inform decisionmaking about school improvement
efforts and allocation of resources, such as distribution of teachers and
targeting of professional development. Federal policy should support
development of the technical infrastructure necessary for communication
and use of assessment results. It should also provide incentives for the
development of coherent data systems at the state, district, and school

levels that support the collection, communication, analysis, and use of

assessment data.

Improve educators’ capacity to use data to improve teaching and
learning. The assessment landscape is broad and complex. As described

in various chapters in this report, educators at the school, district, and
state levels are using innovative tools such as performance assessments

and formative assessment processes that engage students in their learning
and give educators valuable information that can be immediately used to
improve instruction. Federal policy should help build educators’ assessment
literacy: this includes both their ability to embed assessment practices in
instruction and their capacity to use multiple kinds of assessment data to
make informed decisions about instructional practice and program design.
Beginning with pre-service education and continuing through induction
programs and professional development practices, educators must be

prepared and supported to effectively use a wide range of assessments that
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inform instruction and student interventions. Federal policies and funding
streams designed to help make educators more effective—such as ESEA’s
Title I1, the Higher Education Act’s professional development programs,
or the Enhancing Education through Technology program—should be

targeted to support these practices.

Invest in research and development to improve our collective knowledge
about the development and use of assessments in ways that improve
teaching, learning, and student outcomes. There are a number of
assessment issues that need further exploration, such as the impact of
interim assessments on students’ learning, the development of appropriate
assessment options for some students with disabilities, and the development
of sound growth models at the high school level, to name a few. Federal
policymakers should dedicate some of their research and development
agenda to exploring these key assessment issues. Also, educators are
demanding increased information about how to effectively use assessments
and assessment data to improve teaching, learning, and student outcomes.
Federal policy should support the collection and dissemination of best

practices related to assessment use.

MEANINGFUL MEASUREMENT



College and Work Readiness as a Goal
of High Schools: The Role of Standards,
Assessments, and Accountability

John Tanner
Center for Innovative Measures, Council of Chief State School Officers

uch has been made lately of the idea represented by the phrase
l \ / I “college and work ready” as a goal of the educational system.

The purpose of this chapter is twofold: to give policymakers
a perspective on the subject through the eyes of those tasked with the
standards, assessment, and accountability work, and to provide information
for policymaking so the system can produce the intended result. First and
foremost, the goal assumed in this chapter is that it is the responsibility of
high schools to produce college- and work-ready students, and that our
systems of standards, measures, and accountability must support that effort.
This chapter will begin with this notion, and then describe the systems that
need to be in place to support the goal.

The College- and Work-Ready Student

Research has clearly identified college readiness as containing academic
elements related to the ability to succeed in college courses, but also the

capacity to tackle the culture, intellectual norms, and social environment of
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the college setting.! ACT research suggests that preparing students for the
worlds of work and college requires a range of factors other than academic
ones—so-called “habits of mind”—including traits like persistence,
cooperation, and teamwork.? Thus the concept of college and workplace
readiness contains both academic and nonacademic elements, and the

absence of either set diminishes the ability of students to succeed beyond

high school.

In addition to this, standards that are representative of college readiness
must go beyond typical academic content, since some amount of skill

and knowledge in a particular domain is not enough; what is needed in

all cases is the right skills and knowledge. For example, the ability to write
expository, descriptive, and persuasive text and to perform effective research
is necessary for college success, since students will be required to use those
skills in almost every postsecondary course they take.> But proficiency

in these areas is not always measured before graduation. Within the core
academic subjects—which research suggests should include English, math,
science, social studies, world languages, and the arts—only English and

math are currently part of every state’s standard set.

The Next Generation of Standards

If standards are to support the current notions of what it means to be

ready for college and work, they must do far more than simply articulate
expectations in reading, writing, and math. Without the inclusion of
elements from other academic and nonacademic areas, the definition of
readiness is incomplete. Along those same lines, there really is no such thing
as college- and work-ready English language arts standards, or college- and
work-ready mathematics standards; instead, both are part of a larger, more
complete definition of readiness.

For policymakers, this means that while it is fine to mandate academic
standards in core content areas, doing on/ly this falls short of describing
what college and work readiness really looks like. Standards that do not
incorporate habits of mind, various work attitudes, and motivation are
not educating students to be college and workplace ready with any degree
of reliability.
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It should be noted that, as of this writing, an effort is under way for states
to come together as a first step toward generating standards that meet
some of these “next-generation” criteria. Led by two of the leading state
education advocacy groups, the Council of Chief State School Officers and
the National Governors Association, the project seeks to produce standards
in English language arts and mathematics—referred to as the “common
core”—that states could voluntarily adopt as part of their regularly
occurring revision cycles. In the process of determining what should

make up that core, there has been much focus on notions of college and

workplace readiness.

While this is an extremely important and exciting development, work
remains to be done. While English language arts and math are indeed
critical elements of any definition of post—high school success, they are
only two of the domain areas identified as necessary for college success, and
students’ habits of mind need to be addressed as well. The common core
activity should be treated as a critical first step and be offered full support,
but other steps will need to be taken as well.

It is crucial that the common core effort remain a state-led and voluntary
activity. Federal policy could certainly promote adoption of the common
core standards and encourage collaboration among states in other ways,

but states have expressed great interest in this work precisely because it is
something they are choosing to do, not something they are required to do.
As a result, the chances for successful implementation are much higher, and
states will be able to retain their traditional role with regard to education.

Measuring College and Work Readiness

The tendency with reading, writing, and mathematics assessment, which
occurs in virtually every state, is to pick a score on each test that signifies
that students at or above that level are “ready” for college and the workplace.
This may seem perfectly logical, but there are several reasons why it fails to
accomplish its goal.

1. The scores on traditional tests (other than writing tests that ask
students to respond to a prompt) are derived from test items that

generally come from the lower end of the standards, meaning that
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success on the tests is not the same as the level of achievement
needed to succeed beyond school. That is, the tested content tends
to come from the material in the standards that can be easily tested,
which often does not include the skills and competencies that are
necessary for college and workplace success. Success on tests that
assess the “wrong” portion of the standards when it comes to success
beyond school does not equate with success on the “right” portion

of the standards, even if the passing score is set extremely high.

2. Tests given in states are usually limited to a few core content areas.
Even if they consisted of a new generation of measures capable
of addressing the full range of the standards, they would still not
assess important content domains and nonacademic elements. Any
declaration of college and work readiness from only a portion of
the requirement risks a very high probability of being wrong, either
in failing to identify students who may be closer to readiness than
the existing data elements suggest, or in implying that students
are ready when in fact they fall short on other measures. Such
misidentification is even more probable when the tests, as indicated

above, do not directly measure what is required.

3. As long as no measurement exists for nonacademic aspects, no
declaration of complete success against the goal of college or work
readiness is valid; any such declaration can be made only against
the full range of requirements. Certainly, students should not be
expected to meet all the criteria in exactly the same way, but knowing
how prepared they are increases the likelihood that resources can be

correctly deployed for those who need more support.

The Next Generation of Measures

If the measures are to have relevance in terms of the goal of college and
workplace readiness, the academic measures must change, not just to
incorporate the full range of the standards, but to focus on the issues that
really matter to the definition. If this does not happen—and if the measures
continue to be drawn from the lower end of the standards—then no
amount of success on those measures can be said to equal eventual college or

workplace success.
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This is more than simply covering the full range of the standards in the
test. Consider the way that cut scores work. When a student takes a test
and answers 70 percent of the items correctly, he or she will generally have
answered correctly the easiest 70 percent (with, of course, some anomalies).
On a test that covers the full range of a set of standards, it is likely that the
passing score occurs somewhere below the realistic threshold for everything
students need to know and be able to do in that domain area to succeed
beyond school. On current tests, even a perfect score may fail to reflect
many of those things that are most important, because they were not
included on the test.

When it comes to nonacademic elements of success—such as intellectual
openness, inquisitiveness, analysis, reasoning, argumentation and proof,
interpretation, precision and accuracy, and problem solving*—measurement
needs to fundamentally change. Research has proved that these “soft skills”
are imperative to the success of students beyond school.” In saying this,

one runs the risk of being accused of dumbing down existing standards,

but nothing could be farther from the truth. As Lauren Resnick, a well-
known researcher and longtime standards advocate, said some time back,
“The common idea that we can teach thinking without a solid foundation
of knowledge must be abandoned. So must the idea that we can teach

knowledge without engaging students in thinking.”®

But assessing these habits of mind accurately is quite another matter. The
generation of measures that policymakers need to support in the name of
college and workplace readiness will have to take on a very different form
than current ones. The assessments may continue to involve the use of
domain-based tests—improved, of course, from the current versions—but
they also must include measures that show students being aware of and
developing the habits of mind that provide them with a complete portfolio

of what is necessary for life after high school.

Consider, however, that an assessment of “intellectual openness” would be
quite silly if it were done using traditional testing practices. However, all of
the elements listed above are behaviors that can become part of a student’s
repertoire if inserted properly into the educative process. And assessing those

behaviors is doable. Consider a theoretical system, implemented in addition
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to traditional accountability testing, that students managed themselves
in the course of their education. This could be online, and arranged in a

format similar to Facebook or MySpace accounts. Ideally, it would

* assess the domain knowledge necessary for success in college and
work by asking students to complete online tasks and activities that
directly measure the skills and abilities identified as important;

* include scores from accountability testing to show whether scores
on tasks and other activities are reasonable and within the realm of
expectation given other performances;

* include observations from teachers and other adults with regard
to traits that cannot be easily assessed via traditional measures;
observations would be against established rubrics and require
multiple observations from multiple teachers to be considered valid,
and the purpose would be to always help the student grow and
progress;

* give students the opportunity to manage their work in terms of
their own desires and goals; and

* give school counselors and administrators sufficient access to
support and encourage students in a meaningful way with regard to

their goals.

Policymakers could encourage this new type of assessment system through
targeted research and development (R&D) that focuses on identifying goals
and outcomes rather than just the means. An R&D approach is the right
one, because technology is changing so quickly that there is a risk of creating
an overly bureaucratic system that might fail the audiences it is attempting
to serve. The right system would encourage the use of innovation, open
sourcing, and social networking, all in the name of encouraging and
supporting education in a particular direction. In this sense, the system
should not be “federal” or expected to function dynamically, but rather
should follow a similar pattern as the common core, wherein states lead and

adopt autonomously.
On a simpler note, policymakers should also recognize that in their

enthusiasm to have test results come back quickly, they are directly

responsible for states turning away from more innovative assessment
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practices. This enthusiasm is driven by the misplaced assumption that

state accountability testing has such enormous diagnostic power that the
results should be driven into classrooms at the earliest possible moment.
Unfortunately, two things are wrong with this thinking. First, only tests
designed explicitly for diagnostic purposes can serve this diagnostic

role. Accountability tests—which sample out from the lower end of

the domain—do not contain sufficient items to do more than ascertain
students’ strengths and weaknesses at the broadest possible levels. As a result,
instructional decisions based on the results of accountability tests may miss
or misdiagnose underlying problems, and are likely to be unhelpful or

possibly even harmful.

Second, test scores are indicative only of the material tested. As a result,
instructional changes initiated in response to test scores on assessments are
limited to the areas covered by the assessment. Unfortunately, accountability
tests do not represent the full range of content and skills that students

need for success beyond school. This means that decisions based on
accountability tests—which do not contain the most significant, relevant
material—will also be limited.

Policies that are insensitive to the appropriate uses of data from test
instruments—however well intentioned—must accept that a nondiagnostic
instrument used inappropriately can damage the system as likely as help it.
More sensitivity to having the policy dictate outcomes without dictating the

means would be extremely helpful.

Systems Versus Students When It Comes to Accountability

No argument that includes assessment and standards has a chance of
succeeding unless it also addresses the issue of accountability. Examining the
assumptions underlying current accountability systems can help illuminate
where policymakers need to make changes if the notion of college and work
readiness is to be supported in the distinction of what it means to hold
schools accountable.

First, accountability should continue to be about students “meeting the
standard,” but it is important to understand what that means now and what

it might mean in a new system.
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Written standards attempt to break down broad goals—such as numeracy
and literacy—into specific, manageable pieces that define what students
should know and be able to do. Prior to the accountability movement,
traditional, short, paper-and-pencil tests that measured the component parts
of the standards were intended to function as efficient proxy measures for
far more complex and broad material. However, the intent was not to lose
the focus on the broader goals; “meeting the standard” was intended to take
on the more global meaning of reaching the broader goals. For example,

a forty-item reading test administered as a research tool did not directly
measure literacy, but because of the correlation between success on the

test and actual literacy, the assessment could serve as a proxy measure for
that important educational goal. These types of methods were cheap and
effective, and thus came to be used widely.

When policymakers recognized that success on such tests was indicative

of the broader goal, the reaction was to create an accountability structure
around these tests. After all, if students who did well on the tests could
indeed be shown to have met the goal of literacy, then holding schools and
students accountable to such tests made sense and the broader goal seemed
within reach. Policymakers failed to recognize that these tests are a sample
of the larger domain—generally sampling from the portions that are least
relevant to college and workplace readiness—and that placing accountability
on only a sample of what is deemed important could have some fairly

serious unintended consequences.

As accountability was placed in the less sophisticated, less relevant proxy,
the message that was sent to teachers and schools was that what mattered
was not the standard as shown in the written documents that represented a
domain, but rather what was necessary for students to pass the test. In the
current system, students who “meet the standard” are deemed successful,
as are the teachers and systems that helped them do so, but the standard
represented in the tests is a far cry from written standards, and preparation

for these tests is not adequate to prepare students for college and work.
Grounding accountability in tests designed to serve as proxies means that

the proxies now define what matters. This mistake is exacerbated when

policymakers demand tighter and tighter turnaround times for state tests,

MEANINGFUL MEASUREMENT



which increases the use of assessments that can be scored quickly, which in
turn increases the likelihood that states will continue to allow simpler and
simpler proxy-based tests—which no longer function as proxies—to be
the drivers of what it means to meet the standard. This is made even worse
by budget cuts to testing programs, which force states to use even simpler
testing methods for cost reasons.

Finally, as long as the status measure is the important one—the measure
that compares, say, the percentage of this year’s fourth graders who meet the
standard with last year’s fourth graders—the material that is most relevant
does not need to be taught in order for the system to succeed. As in the
example earlier, if a passing grade on a test is 70 percent, consider what

gets communicated when accountability is added to that passing score: it
suggests that any teacher or system that can get a student to that level has
“succeeded.” But what meaning is attributed to the most difficult material
on the test, regardless of whether the test measures the full richness of the
standards or just the lesser pieces, in the form of a proxy? The answer is that
for the purpose of success of the accountability system—with the indicator
being the percentage of students who achieved the passing score—it does
not matter. The system could be deemed successful even if the most relevant

material was not even taught.

This means that teachers wind up with a very unhealthy tension when it
comes to doing their jobs. Do they teach so that students can pass the test,
and help the public and school administrators whose jobs are on the line,
which may translate into “teaching to the test” and neglecting the most
relevant material? Or do they concentrate on the needs of each and every
student and on what it will take to get those students to the next level of
knowledge? This places teachers in an unfair and difficult situation, where
the needs of the system and the needs of the students do not always match,

and, indeed, are often in direct conflict.

Policymakers can remove this tension by changing from a system focused on
status to one focused on growth. However, it is important that the growth
models be selected carefully, since the notion of growth as represented by
test scores is one that requires real technical expertise in order to avoid
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another round of unintended consequences.* This is not to suggest that
simply switching to a growth model automatically alleviates the concerns of

a status model, but consider the following:

1. As mentioned above, one of the concerns of the status model is that
teachers are put in the untenable situation of negotiating between
the needs of the students and the needs of the system. A growth
model stands an excellent chance of aligning those needs in a way

the status model cannot.

2. Another concern of the status model is that it focuses teaching
around the passing score and not necessarily on the material most
relevant to any of the possible definitions for college and workplace
readiness. If growth is required for all students from one year to the
next, the opportunity for the full range of material to be learned

increases.

3. The notion of growth fits with the view that teaching is about
meeting a student where they happen to be and then doing
whatever is necessary to move that student to the next level. It fits
with the commonsense approach that, while schools cannot control
what happens outside or beyond schools, they certainly should be
held accountable for what happens 77 schools. At the teaching level,
it fits with the notion that a teacher cannot be held accountable
for what occurred prior to a student coming into their classroom,
but a teacher should be held accountable for his or her own efforts
with that student. A status model in which this year’s students are
compared to a completely different set of students from a previous
year just does not make sense to a teacher.

* When it comes to growth models, the actual results can seem counterintuitive to a nontechnical
audience. A quick example may be helpful to show why care must be taken in determining the model.
Consider the concept of “growth to standards,” which has been indicated as a desirable trait for
growth models. In practice, many such models wind up replicating the status models. This happens
because if the achievement goal for each student becomes the passing score, then students who
were farther from the mark in the previous year must take a bigger step in the current year than
students who are closer to the mark—but schools are given credit for growth only when a student
meets the goal, not when he or she makes progress toward it. Students who are closer to the bar
are more likely to meet the goal, and a school gets credit for the growth of those students but not
for the growth of students who had to take a larger step. Because the students who were closer to
meeting the standard in previous years are also the students most likely to meet the standard in
the current year, the growth results tend to look remarkably similar to the status results—but at
much greater effort and cost and with no appreciable benefit. And while schools often do generate
tremendous growth for their lowest-achieving students, if that growth misses the target it is
considered unsuccessful by the model.

MEANINGFUL MEASUREMENT



Next-Generation Accountability

Clearly, policymakers should consider the movement to growth models as

a necessary—but not sufficient—step toward a better system. But a growth
model against test instruments is still incomplete, even if those instruments
address the full range of the material determined appropriate to definitions

of college and work readiness.

There still exists the possibility that for those areas deemed to be completely
necessary for college or workplace success (such as writing and the ability

to do research), schools could be declared successful when students do not
leave possessing such skills. In this case, the accountability measure could
be rather simple, but with a profound impact: a school would need to state
something to the effect that “no student shall leave this high school without
having written well at least once,” and then commit to aligning resources
around such a goal, beginning in the freshman year and commencing only
when the student had met the goal. Although this is a paradigm shift from
current practice, it has numerous benefits for the student and the school:

1. It galvanizes the student and the school to focus on the most

significant, most relevant goals, and makes those goals a priority.

2. It makes the standard have meaning for all students without
discounting the fact that students enter and leave high school with
a variety of talents and skills. Some students would complete the
requirement almost upon entering, while others might take four or
more years. Regardless of timing, all students would leave with the
same skill set.

3. It reinforces the idea that the institution as a whole, not just the
individual domain teacher, is responsible for the teaching and

learning of a given set of skills.
In short, while not all requirements could or should be given that kind of

treatment, galvanizing student attention and system efforts would be useful

for the critical tasks.
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As to the various domain areas, care must be given within accountability
measures for schools to address what research suggests is necessary

for continued success. To dictate this from a federal level seems
counterproductive; it should, instead, be supported and encouraged at the

local level.

Finally, any accountability system that purports to support college and
workplace readiness cannot stop at the academic level, since the definition
of college and workplace readiness includes nonacademic elements as well.
It was suggested earlier in this chapter that policy support for tools that
would enable students and school staff to provide documentation and
evidence for these other elements would call much-needed attention to
them, but some level of accountability needs to be attached to the effort as
well. This clearly cannot be done in the same manner as the domain areas,
given both the highly subjective nature of many such observations and the
fact that holding schools accountable for some habits of mind clearly biases
the judgment. After all, if a school administrator is in charge of evaluating
the habits of mind of the school’s students, and that administrator also is
held accountable for scores going up, those scores are suspect, no matter

how honest and objective the administrator is in assigning them.

On the other hand, simply requiring schools to fill out questionnaires or
check items off a list is just as likely to produce an invalid result, since it
creates even more of a bureaucracy than currently exists and risks being
done for the wrong reasons. The resulting information would fail any test
of reasonableness and create one more meaningless hoop for students and
administrators to jump through.

Rather, if the goal is to prepare students for the world of college and work,
their preparedness once they reach those arenas should be considered part
of the accountability measure. As students leave high school and embark
on the next step, are they, in fact, prepared? Do those students who move
on to college coursework require remediation? Do they drop out after their
freshman year, and, if so, is it because they were not adequately prepared?
Do students enter the world of work ready for workplace challenges? What

do their employers have to say about their level of preparedness?
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This remains—and will likely remain for some time—a policy challenge. If
the skills identified as necessary to succeed beyond school are the skills that
are important, and schools effectively support students in obtaining those
skills and abilities, then that ought to be reflected beyond schooling. A set of
accountability indices that enable schools to view the results of their efforts
and feed such information back into their practice would be powerful,

but it would have to function as a carrot, not a stick. Schools should be
held accountable for careful planning in light of such indices, for showing
evidence of improvements and the steps taken, and for thoughtfully
pursuing improvements. It would be a mistake to simply assign an index

to a school and then demand improvement. Such a strategy dismisses the
complex nature of what will happen once students move beyond high

school, and would likely cause far more harm than good.

Accountability to a thoughtful process that considers the results from such
surveys and resulting indices treats educators as the professionals they are,
and gives them a chance to act upon information they do not currently have
but would find immensely valuable. It also demands that they do this as

part of their regular practice in the name of the goals of education.

Conclusion

The most important point for policymakers to take from this chapter is
that definitions of college and workplace readiness are not contained in a
test score, but rather in a number of domain areas and habits of mind that

together form the basis of what students need to succeed beyond schooling.

The second most important point is that in the creation of college- and
work-ready standards and assessments, the nation must move beyond
traditional notions of both, particularly when it comes to ensuring that
students possess the appropriate work habits. Tests can certainly be a part of
that assessment system, but a policy that stops at simple testing will always

fall short.

Finally, while accountability can still invoke the phrase “meets the
standard,” it needs to take a very different form than in the current system.
Policymakers should recognize, accept, and gear policy toward allowing
this to happen. Much remains to be done to create a new accountability
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paradigm, but if it is done properly, it stands a much-improved chance of

success over current systems.

Policymakers should consider the following actions (in addition to others
not listed here), to encourage and support the idea of college and workplace

readiness.

1. Support the common core effort as one that should be led by
states and voluntarily adopted state by state. Included in this
should be the notion that while reading, writing, and mathematics
are critical, research has suggested that stopping at those domain
areas for the notion of college and workplace readiness causes the
definition to be incomplete.

2. Encourage definitions of college and workplace readiness that
include the habits of mind elements, but that will also allow new

research to fine-tune and improve the definition.

3. Support the move to next-generation assessment. This may
include much more flexibility in terms of the return of test scores
to allow for more meaningful measures, multiple measurement
systems that include more than just traditional test scores, and
online systems that allow for the proper data to be collected and
shared appropriately. A way for policymakers to consider their
work is to stop thinking about assessment and start thinking about
measurement. By asking “What are we trying to measure?” rather
than “What needs to be tested?” policymakers put themselves in a

position to make better policy decisions in this arena.

4. Fund next-generation assessment. Much of the reason for a lack
of real innovation in the assessment space is due to government
reluctance to accept something that looks and feels different. When
it comes to assessment, this means the continued use of outmoded
and outdated methodologies. The fear of change is tremendous
in schools, largely because of compliance issues, but this could be
alleviated if policy were seen as supporting innovative practices that

have been proven to be successful.
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5. Support growth models for accountability purposes in domain
areas, but recognize that not all growth models are created equal,
and that dictating the technical elements of the work has created
some unintended consequences. To this end, policymakers will
need to keep an open mind and trust the research that has produced

excellent information on understanding and measuring growth.

6. Support accountability definitions that include information
from a variety of sources, including observations, test scores,
portfolios, and so on. Policymakers should acknowledge that
many elements of the college- and work-ready definition cannot
be assessed in traditional formats. They should also be willing to
assign accountability to schools that are carrying out a careful and
thoughtful process. If this can be done in light of the goal—that
is, what actually happens to students who leave school prepared
according to the definition—schools can be held accountable for
the thoughtfulness of their planning and strategic processes with

regard to emerging data.

The views expressed in this chapter are those of the author and do not
necessarily represent those of the Alliance for Excellent Education.
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Reframing Accountability: Using
Performance Assessments to Focus
Learning on Higher-Order Skills

Linda Darling-Hammond and Raymond Pecheone
School Redesign Network, Stanford University

ver the past decade, educators, policymakers, and the public have

begun to forge a consensus that our public schools must focus

on better preparing all children for the demands of citizenship in
the twenty-first century. This has resulted in states developing “standards-
based” educational systems and assessing the success of districts and
schools in meeting these standards through more systematic testing. Most
of these tests are multiple-choice, standardized measures of achievement.
While these assessments offer the benefits of ease of administration and
inexpensive scoring, practitioners and researchers have found that they also
have a number of less desirable side effects. These include narrowing of the
academic curriculum and experiences of students (especially those in low-
income communities); a focus on recognizing right answers to lower-level
questions rather than on developing higher-order thinking, reasoning, and
performance skills; and growing dissatisfaction among parents and educators

with the school experience.
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The sharp differences between the forms of testing used in the United States
and the performance-based assessments used in other higher-achieving
countries also suggest that low international rankings may be related, in
part, to overreliance on these narrow conceptions of standardized testing in
the United States.

In large part for cost reasons, reliance on multiple-choice tests rather

than on more open-ended assessments of performance has increased in
response to the annual testing requirements of the No Child Left Behind
Act (NCLB), despite the fact that language in NCLB calls for “multiple
up-to-date measures of student academic achievement, including measures
that assess higher-order thinking skills and understanding.”* Changing
what counts as assessment evidence, along with related changes in NCLB’s
accountability structure, could contribute substantially toward

school improvement.

This chapter discusses how performance assessments can help evaluate

what students can actually do with what they know and encourage the
teaching and learning of higher-order skills. It describes what performance
assessments are and how they can benefit instruction, how they are

used in policy settings in the United States and abroad, what the major
challenges and considerations are that must be addressed to use performance
assessments well, and how federal policy can support the development and
implementation of high-quality assessments that both support and evaluate

more complex knowledge and skills.

What Is Performance Assessment??

Almost every adult in the United States has experienced at least one
performance assessment: the driving test that places new drivers in an
automobile with a DMV official for a spin around the block and a
demonstration of a set of driving maneuvers, including, in some parts of
the country, the dreaded parallel-parking technique. Few Americans would
be comfortable handing out licenses to people who have only passed the
multiple-choice written test also required by the DMV; we understand the
value of the performance assessment as a real-world test of whether a person
can actually handle a car on the road. Not only does the performance

assessment tell us some important things about potential drivers’ skills, it
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also helps improve those skills, as potential drivers practice to get better.
(What parent doesn’t remember the hair-raising outings with sixteen-year-
olds wanting to practice taking the car out over and over again?) The test
sets a standard toward which everyone must work. Without it, society
would have little assurance about what people can actually do with what
they know about cars and road rules, and little leverage to improve actual

driving abilities.

Performance assessments are used in bar examinations for lawyers, where
they must write briefs and analyze cases; in the medical boards for doctors,
where they must diagnose patient cases and, in fields like psychiatry,
interview patients under the watchful eye of evaluators; and in registration
exams for architects, where candidates must submit a portfolio of

their designs.

Performance assessments in education are similar. They are opportunities
for students to show how they can apply their knowledge and skills in real-
world tasks that represent the key aspects of their learning. Performance
assessments may include science experiments that students design, carry out,
analyze, and write up; computer programs that students create and test; or
research inquiries that they pursue, seeking and assembling evidence about a
question, which they may present in written and oral form.

Whether the skill or standard being measured is writing, speaking,
scientific literacy, mathematical reasoning, or social science research, with
a performance assessment students perform tasks involving these skills and
teachers score the performance based on a set of predetermined criteria.

As in our driving test example, these assessments typically consist of four
parts: performance standards, a task, a scoring guide or rubric, and a set of
administration guidelines. The development, administration, and scoring
of these tasks requires teacher training and development to ensure quality
and consistency.

Illinois’s assessments provide a good example of the contrast between
classroom performance assessment and a state multiple-choice test. The
state’s eighth-grade science learning standard 11B reads, “Technological

design: Assess given test results on a prototype; analyze data and rebuild and
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retest prototype as necessary.” The multiple-choice example on the state
test simply asks what “Josh” should do if his first prototype sinks, with the
wanted answer, “Change the design and retest his boat.” This, however,
gives the assessor no idea whether Josh would have any idea Aow to change
the design productively and to systematically test the design, holding some
features constant while changing others.

The classroom assessment allows evaluation of these critical questions.
The prompt states, “Given some clay, a drinking straw, and paper, design
a sailboat that will sail across a small body of water. Students can test and
retest their designs.” In the course of this activity, students can explore
significant physics questions such as displacement in order to understand
how a ball of clay can be made to float. Such activities combine hands-on
inquiry with reasoning skills, have visible real-world applications, are more
engaging, and enable deeper learning. They also allow the teacher to assess
student learning along multiple dimensions, including the ability to frame
a problem, develop hypotheses, reflect on outcomes and make reasoned
and effective changes, demonstrate scientific understanding, use scientific
terminology and facts, persist in problem solving, and organize information,

as well as develop sound concepts regarding the scientific principles in use.

The assessment systems of most of the highest-achieving nations in the
world emphasize local in-school performance assessment throughout the
elementary and middle school years. At the high school level, jurisdictions
like the UK, Hong Kong, Singapore, Finland, Sweden, and Victoria,
Australia, among others, use a combination of centralized assessments that
use primarily open-ended and essay questions and local assessments given by

teachers which are factored into the final examination scores.

The centralized assessments are often developed jointly by high school

and college faculty and scored using common criteria by teachers. The
classroom-based assessments—which include research papers, applied
science experiments, presentations of various kinds, and projects and
products that students construct—are mapped to the syllabus and the
standards for the subject, and are selected because they represent critical
skills, topics, and concepts. They are often suggested and outlined in the
curriculum, and may be designed centrally or locally. They are administered
and scored by teachers.
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While not all performance assessments are locally developed—Hong Kong
offers a bank of tasks teachers can draw upon, while teachers in Finland
create their own—all of these systems include some rich assessment tasks at
the classroom level that can be used as formative or benchmark assessments,
helping teachers to gauge ongoing progress. Local scoring guided by
standardized protocols allows immediate feedback to teachers and students.
This enables results to be used to improve instruction and student learning
immediately, something that standardized examinations with long lapses
between administration and results cannot do. In addition, as teachers

use and evaluate these tasks, they become more knowledgeable about the
standards and how to teach to them, and about what their students’ learning
needs are. This process improves their teaching. Scoring is often subject to

moderation, auditing, or calibration processes, as described later.

Performance assessments often provide several ways to view student
learning. For example, multiple samples of actual writing taken over

time can best reveal to a teacher the progress a student is making in the
development of composition skills. This provides ongoing feedback to
learners as well, as they see how they are developing as writers and what they
have yet to master. In addition, different kinds of writing tasks—persuasive
essays, research papers, journalistic reports, responses to literature—
encourage students to develop the full range of their writing and thinking
skills in ways that answering multiple-choice questions about writing or

even writing a five-paragraph essay over and over again do not.

Locally managed performance assessments that provide multiple sources of
evidence about what people can actually do with what they know are often
characterized as “tests worth teaching to,” because they help focus effort
on developing important skills. Let’s think back to the state driver’s license
exam. This involves both a written test and a performance assessment on
the road. Everyone knows precisely what to expect in terms of the skills to
be demonstrated—for example, whether or not the applicant can manage
a car safely and (at least on the East Coast) parallel-park skillfully—as the
examination is not a total secret. Most performance assessments challenge
students to address issues and problems in real life.* Moreover, a number
of studies associate performance assessment with a positive influence over

teaching and learning.*
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The fact that the assessment is open and transparent is not a problem,
because the point is to see whether drivers have developed these real-world
abilities; this is not undermined by the drivers knowing what they need

to learn to do. The performance is scored by the instructor, working from
a rubric, and if the driver is sufficiently successful in all aspects of the
examination (as determined by a state cutoff score), a license is conferred.
The task is so well defined that instructional programs (driver’s education)
that include both hands-on and classroom instruction clearly demonstrate
their effectiveness in preparing students to perform. (This is reflected in
the reduced insurance rates granted to graduates of driver’s education
programs.) Imagine what life on the roads would be like if prospective
drivers did not have to demonstrate what they know before taking the
wheel on their own. And imagine what life in classrooms would be like if
the nation did require students to demonstrate that they can express and
defend their ideas, develop and analyze data, and apply their knowledge in
problem-solving situations.

Benefits of Performance Assessment

Research and experience have uncovered a number of benefits, challenges,
and criteria for making such assessment systems successful. Among the

benefits of well-designed performance assessment systems are that they can

* clevate the focus of instruction to include higher-order thinking
skills;

* provide a more comprehensive assessment of what students know
and can do;

* provide clearer information to parents, teachers, and the public as
to student development, accomplishments, and needs;

* allow instruction to be altered in a timely fashion to meet student
learning needs;

* lead to more student engagement in both the learning and
assessment processes;

* invite more teacher buy-in and encourage collaborative work; and

* support standards-based instruction and improvement of teaching
practices.
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Considerable research suggests that performance assessments are essential
tools for showing the extent to which students have developed higher-order
thinking skills, such as the abilities to analyze, synthesize, and evaluate
information. Studies have found that the use of such assessments has
improved teaching quality and increased student achievement, especially
in areas requiring complex reasoning and problem solving.’ Evaluations
of reading and writing portfolios in Vermont and Kentucky, for example,
found that the assessments—along with the professional development
opportunities associated with them—influenced instruction in positive
ways, especially in encouraging much more complex mathematical tasks
and more extensive and higher-quality student writing.® These assessment
systems also stimulated school improvement through curriculum reforms

and supports for teacher learning.

Researchers have noted that assessment systems in which teachers look at
student work with other teachers and discuss standards in very explicit ways
appear to help schools develop shared definitions of quality. Evaluating work
collaboratively rather than grading students in isolation helps teachers make
their standards explicit, gain multiple perspectives on learning, and think
about how they can teach to produce the kinds of student work they want
to see. Where teachers do this, studies find that changes in teaching and
schooling practices almost invariably occur—especially for students who are

not as consistently successful at schoolwork.”

Performance assessments are more sensitive to instruction and of more
immediate use to teachers than most current standardized tests, while
providing richer evidence of student learning that can be used to solve
learning problems as they occur. When teachers see their students” written
responses and reasoning, they can diagnose sow students are learning and
why they may be struggling, rather than just what they know. Typically,
standardized test information is not available to schools for six to nine
months after the testing date, often in the subsequent school year, and far
too late and far too thin on information to provide usable data to teachers

about their students’ learning needs.

Perhaps the most important benefit to using performance assessments is
that they assist in learning and teaching. They are formative, in that they
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provide teachers and students with the feedback they need from authentic
tasks that reveal students’ mastery of content, and can guide future teaching.
They can also be summative, in that they can serve as a final assessment of
student capabilities with respect to state and local standards. As summative
measures, performance assessments are useful because they organize
teaching around the kinds of tasks that support the transfer of learning to
new contexts, helping students learn more of what they will need to do in
the world outside of school. In addition to acquiring and demonstrating
in-depth knowledge of content, this may include the ability to plan an
inquiry and organize their time, develop self-discipline and perseverance as
well as intellectual discipline, define problems and determine strategies for
how to pursue answers, organize and display data, evaluate findings, draw
conclusions, and express and defend their ideas according to standards

of evidence.

Where and How Performance Assessments Are Used

As noted above, most high-achieving nations and many states in the
United States—including Connecticut, Kentucky, Maine, Nebraska,

New Hampshire, New Jersey, New York, Rhode Island, Vermont, and
Wyoming—have developed and used state and local performance
assessments as part of their testing systems. Indeed, the National Science
Foundation provided millions of dollars for states to develop hands-on
science and math assessments as part of its Systemic Initiative in the 1990s,
and prototypes exist all over the country. Additionally, twenty-seven states
use multiple approaches for high school graduation decisions, including
many that combine state requirements with local performance assessments
and other measures (e.g., grades, student work samples, portfolios of
work, and senior projects).® In this section we briefly describe performance

assessment models in both the United States and abroad.

One common model in several U.S. states and in a number of other
countries is to combine an external reference exam, which includes open-
ended questions that measure aspects of performance such as analysis and
expression, with classroom-managed assessments that ask students to tackle
more complex, extended tasks that cannot be completed in a couple of
hours on a sit-down test. Some states (such as Nebraska, Rhode Island,

and Wyoming) and countries (such as Finland, Scotland, and Wales, and
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Queensland and ACT, Australia) rely much more heavily on school-based
performance assessments. Both approaches are described below.

U.S. examples of performance assessment systems

Connecticut developed a performance task approach during the 1990s as
part of its state assessment and accountability system. Connecticut test items
include a range of test formats: multiple choice, constructed responses,
short essays, mini experiments, and performance tasks to measure how
students can apply what they know.” Teachers are involved in all areas of test
development, including task development, scoring, and standard setting. At
the high school level, the Connecticut Academic Performance Test (CAPT),
administered in the tenth grade, reports on student performance in four
areas: mathematics, reading across the disciplines (focusing on response to
literature and reading for information), writing across the disciplines, and
science. The CAPT uses classroom-embedded tasks as part of its statewide
assessment system. For example, students design and conduct science
experiments that are embedded in the science curriculum around a unit

of study on specific topics. Students are asked to formulate hypotheses,
conduct the experiment, analyze the data, and report their results to prove
their ability to engage in scientific reasoning. They also critique experiments
and evaluate the soundness of findings and are tested on their findings as

part of the CAPT on-demand science assessment.

While the CAPT is required of all public high schools students in
Connecticut, the state legislature specifies that the test cannot be used as
the sole basis for graduation or promotion. As part of its official policy
(2000), the state board of education stated that “the CAPT results alone
do not provide a comprehensive picture of student accomplishment. There
is a danger that overemphasizing state test scores to evaluate a student’s
school or district performance can result in an inappropriate narrowing

of the curriculum and inappropriate classroom instructional practice.”"
As a consequence, districts are required to use the CAPT assessment in
combination with local assessments, which must include performance

assessments.

Maine, Vermont, New Hampshire, and Rhode Island also have developed
performance assessment components as part of their accountability systems,
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but with more participation on the part of the state in helping local districts
implement their assessments. These New England states combine a jointly
constructed reference exam—the New England Common Assessment
Program (NECAP)—with locally developed assessments that provide

evidence of student work from performance tasks and portfolios.

Vermont was an early leader, developing in the late 1980s and early *90s
both on-demand performance tasks and portfolios that are used throughout
the school year, so teachers and students can learn from the results of

the assessments and continually improve their work. The writing and
mathematics portfolios, developed by the state department of education
with the engagement of teachers, include both common tasks to be
completed by all students and locally selected work samples that reflect
particular kinds of work to be represented in the portfolios.

As the system was phased in, teachers learned how to develop and evaluate
assessments and how to teach toward the standards through support
networks that sponsored professional development sessions and summer
institutes across the state. Teachers from different schools convened to score
assessment tasks together, moderating their scoring to gain consistency.
While evaluations found that the early, nonstandardized portfolios were not
scored very reliably, revisions brought common structures to the portfolios
and performance assessments, which resulted in much higher levels of
reliability, comparable to those achieved on AP exams."!

The state’s involvement of large numbers of teachers in designing and
scoring the assessments created substantial focus on the quality of student
work, providing a powerful form of professional development. Harvard
professor Richard Murnane described the conversations of Vermont teachers
who gathered in the summer to evaluate portfolios: “Often heated, the
discussions focused on what constitutes good communication and problem-
solving skills, how first rate work differs from less adequate work, and what

types of problems elicit the best student work.”"?

For more than a decade, the Vermont portfolios were the primary

assessments for support and accountability in the state. They are now

a voluntary adjunct to the annual standardized tests at each grade level
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required by NCLB, and many districts and schools continue to use them to

obtain a comprehensive assessment of student learning,.

Maine’s assessment system was designed to include the use of the NECAP
reference exam and the Maine Education Assessment, both of which
include many open-ended items and a writing assessment, plus locally
developed performance assessments. The local assessments are organized
around Maine’s Learning Results in eight areas (English language arts,
mathematics, science, social 