EPFP Project: Question 1
What should state policymakers do to ensure that the breadth and richness of the K-12 curriculum will not be sacrificed or diminished in a NCLB era that focuses on student performance on an annual state assessment in a limited number of subjects?
What we need are assessments – with low or high stakes – that place authority in the hands of the people who actually know the students and that make sure that the community, the family, and the student have ways to 
challenge such judgments. 
(Deborah Meier)

We understand why the state is moving to high stakes testing. They want a silver bullet to improve public schools. However, there is no silver bullet. We need comprehensive reforms that include high standards, safe schools, small class sizes, improved compensation to draw our best people to education, and a curriculum that engages children in the excitement and joy of learning. 
(Paul Houston, ASSA)

Introduction

The No Child Left Behind legislation has attracted more attention from educators and policy makers than any other school reform initiative in recent history. The NCLB law mandates that all 91,000 public schools in the United States be rated on their students’ performance on an annual state assessment in a limited number of subjects. While we support for the effort to establish high standards for all students, we are concerned that this focus on narrow quantifiable academic standards fails to recognize the importance of providing our students an educational experience that will prepare them to be productive, responsible citizens in their communities. We challenge state policy makers to work with local school communities to ensure that the breadth and richness of the K-12 curriculum be such that the success of our students be measured not by a single test, but rather by a variety of assessments that collectively attest to a student’s ability to lead a productive and meaningful life.

Several years ago, school districts across Pennsylvania engaged in the process of determining what students in their communities needed to know and be able to do by the time they completed the twelfth grade. The first and perhaps most important requirement in this process was a thoughtful conversation about the mission and purpose of education. All interested stakeholders in the community including teachers, administrators, school board members, parents, students, and other interested members of the community were involved in the process. One such community identified the following as expectations for their students:
· Demonstrate essential knowledge in the liberal and fine arts, the natural and social sciences, and mathematics and technology

· Read critically, write clearly and speak fluently

· Evaluate and monitor academic goals and progress

· Use research and other information-accessing skills

· Solve problems independently and cooperatively

· Employ technologies competently

· Think critically and creatively

· Distinguish between fact and fiction

· Make a significant contribution to the in-school and out-of-school communities through service-learning; explore career possibilities

· Participate in the visual and performing code of ethics

· Recognize the importance of lifelong learning

These are all still important qualities, but in today’s environment of high-stakes testing, are the significance of these qualities lessened? Because these qualities are not being measured by the state exam, the PSSA, they’re not being taught

Additionally, how does our state define education? According to the Pennsylvania Department of Education, their mission is to lead and serve the educational community to enable each individual to grow into an inspired, productive, fulfilled, life-long learner. Certainly, focusing all of our attention to a test score diminishes the possibility of becoming inspired, productive, fulfilled or a life-long learner.  Spending less time on the arts, social sciences, languages, extracurricular activities and other subjects, which invariably has happened across our state as attention has focused to PSSA scores in math and reading, almost assures that students are not receiving an inspiring, well-rounded educational experience.
The Current Situation 

Pennsylvania State System of Assessment (PSSA)

The current Pennsylvania System of School Assessment (PSSA) is the third generation state- level assessment instrument used to determine the effectiveness of Pennsylvania’s public education system.  The PSSA has evolved from a voluntary school- level assessment, first conducted in 1970 without any consequences associated with the test results to a student- level proficiency test implemented in 1985.  This test was designed to identify and target supplemental services to individual students.  The PSSA was later restructured to again measure school- level achievement and then in 1999, the State Board of Education revised its curriculum regulations and put into place a new system of state academic standards.  The Board realigned the PSSA to become a criterion- referenced test designed to measure student proficiency against the academic standards in reading, writing, and mathematics. The PSSA would be administered to students at these grade levels:


Reading- Grades 3,5,8, and 11


Mathematics- Grades 3,5,8, and 11


Writing- Grades 6,9, and 11

The PSSA scores began to be widely disseminated through Department developed Student profiles, Standard and Poor’s School Evaluation Service, School Performance Incentive Awards, and School District Empowerment Act (Act 16).  Act 88 was passed in 2002 and required that PSSA scores be included on all student transcripts beginning in 2003-04.

In the meantime, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (“No Child Left Behind”) was signed into law in January 2002.  This act mandated that all states must develop standards in math and reading immediately.  Science standards must be in place by the 2005-06 school year.  States are required to measure every student’s progress towards the standards.  NCLB required all school to administer tests in each of three grade spans: 3-5, 6-9, and 10-12.  Beginning in 2005-06, tests must be administered every year in grades 3-8 in math and reading.  Beginning in 2007-08, science achievement must also be tested.  Each state, district, and school must make adequate yearly progress (AYP) toward meeting state standards.  In Pennsylvania, 100% of students must reach proficiency by the 2013-14 school year. Benchmarks for AYP were developed in a step fashion. If AYP is not met, individual schools and/ or the school district would be sanctioned according to the guidelines established.

Starting in the 2002-03 school year, state test results were reported to the public.  The rationale for this was to hold schools accountable for improving the academic achievement of each and every one of their students.  School districts became responsible to prepare annual reports for parents and the public on the academic achievement of all schools combined and of each individual school.

Assessment Anchors
In the spring of 2004, the Pennsylvania Department of Education released a set of Assessment Anchors designed to narrow the number of standards that would be assessed on the PSSA.  They used the metaphor “anchor” to signal that the Assessment Anchors would anchor both the state assessment system and the curriculum/ instructional practices in schools.  They do not replace the standards but do define the eligible content for the annual assessments.  Teachers are expected to teach all the standards but know more clearly what will be on the test.  At this time, the anchors are only available in math and reading in grades 3-8 and in grade 11.  The state sponsored regional trainings on using the anchors in the spring and fall of 2004.  The PSSA’s administered this year will be aligned to these anchors.

Where Are We Going?

In addition to testing in grades 3,5,8, and 11 in reading and math, all students in grades 4,6, and 7 will be taking PSSA field tests this April. Starting in 2005, the scores of students in these grade levels will count toward AYP for the individual school and the district. A science test will be added in 2008. It should be noted that special education students must take the test at their current grade level, not at the level identified on their IEP.  An alternate assessment (PASA) is allowed for a small number of significantly cognitively disabled students (less than 1%).  The President has indicated that he intends to begin reforming high school next and it is expected that we will see testing at those grade levels in the near future.  

It seems logical to assume, that without intervention, these high stakes tests will continue to become even more of a factor in determining the success or failure of students and schools.  Organizations in Pennsylvania and other states across the country have been working to raise awareness that, although standardized tests have a place in the educational setting, to use them as the sole factor in determining success or failure does not make sense.  

On February 23, 2005, a special bi- partisan task force of the National Conference of State Legislatures released the results of a 10 month study that identified specific areas of NCLB that need to be changed if states are to guarantee that young people will learn at their full potential. The report lists 43 specific recommendations on ways the law can be revised to improve the quality of education for all students and close the gaps in achievement that exist.  Two of the recommendations have particular relevance for the high stakes testing argument:

· Remove the one- size- fits- all method that measures student performance and encourage more sophisticated and accurate systems that gauge the growth of individual students and not just groups of students.  States believe that the 100% proficiency goal is not statistically achievable and that struggling schools need the opportunity to address problems before loosing parts of their student populations.

· Recognize that some schools face special challenges, including adequately teaching students with disabilities and English language learners.  The law also needs to recognize the differences among, rural, suburban, and urban school.

How Do We Bridge the Gap? 









         
The PSSA is still important – why?

Despite a desire to expand indicators to measure achievement and a broad base of skills in our schools, the PSSA is still a valid instrument and should not be cast aside. The PSSA, and standardized tests in general, do have strengths as well as weaknesses. 

For instance, the PSSA is used statewide and for that reason, provides standardized, consistent information that can compare schools to schools and districts to districts across the state. PSSA results are more “objective” than the standards used by individual teachers, which can vary from classroom to classroom.

The PSSA has been developed over a series of years and has underwent multiple rounds of research, development and pilot testing to make sure it’s reliable. A large scale test like the PSSA is expected to be valid and fair, and generally accurate and meaningful conclusions can be made from the results.

PSSA scores can be readily aggregated to analyze performance across cohorts and disaggregated to compare the achievement of subgroups.

The PSSA has drawbacks

Standardized tests in general have several limitations including:

· Tests aren’t a precision instrument

· Teaching to the test can raise scores without students actually learning more.

· Yearly changes in the student population can cause fluctuations in the average test scores of a class and school.

· External factors can influence test scores.

For students, the PSSA doesn’t measure improvement, love of learning, and achievement in areas other than what is being tested. The PSSA does not measure complex knowledge or skills that can be measured by portfolios, observations of students, or formal exhibitions or performances. And the PSSA does not measure the progress of each student because only certain grades are tested each year.

For schools and districts, the PSSA doesn’t measure factors important for communities and parents to know, like safety, the quality of the teaching staff, the connection to the surrounding community, diversity, and course choice.

And in Pennsylvania, what gets measured sometimes changes from year to year. An item on last year’s PSSA will not be tested this year. Does it make that skill any less important? Probably not, but most likely, teachers will not continue to teach that skill. 
How have other school districts dealt with this issue?

There is a growing movement across the nation that recognizes that measuring student success with one test score limits what is being taught in the classroom and is not an entirely accurate indicator. States and local school districts are attempting to deal with the issue in a variety of ways, explained below.

The National School Board Association (NSBA) sponsored the “What Counts?” project in Colorado, Connecticut, Maryland and Minnesota in 2002. The NSBA and state associations assisted local school boards in engaging communities to ask “what counts?” The conversations allowed communities to think about the purpose of education in addition to what is being measured by their state exams.

North Carolina issues a state report card that also includes testing data from the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), SAT scores, state test results and surveys of teachers and parents. The report card classifies schools in the categories of “high student performance”, “every child ready to learn”, “safe, orderly and caring schools”, “quality teachers and administrators,” and “strong family, business and community support.”

The school board of the Fargo Public School District in Fargo, ND has developed a series of indicators to assess student citizenship, character and life skills. To demonstrate citizenship, student portfolios must document community service and include a writing sample that shows that the student can discuss an important policy issue. Character is measured by the record of disciplinary referrals and participation in extracurricular activities. Life skills are measured by surveying local employers on student behavior, on fitness skills, and student surveys of substance abuse. (The Fargo Public School District Strategic Plan is attached.)

The Community Consolidated School District 64 in Park Ridge, IL has established a system of multiple measures called Educational Ends. In addition to the state Illinois Standards Achievement Test, the district looks at and reports results from other tests including the California Achievement Test as well as school attendance, discipline records, and satisfaction surveys of students and parents.

The Lancaster Public School District in Pennsylvania also issues a Report Card to the public that explains the PSSA scores and compares their district and schools across a number of years. The report also includes what Lancaster has identified as Vital Signs. These include access to early education opportunities, attendance records, achievement in reading and math, SAT scores, the persistence of the 9th Grade to graduate high school and successful post-high school transition. 

Recommendation

The PSSA does not give a complete picture of all that students are learning and teaching these important skills and knowledge is quickly declining because of it. Clearly, the best choice for truly ensuring that other skills are being taught and mastered is to extend the measures beyond the PSSA to include additional assessments.

Suggested Means of Measuring Performance


There is a wide variety of additional options to measure student performance. Our recommendation to expand the number of measures to assess achievement is meant to include any of the following:
· Value Added Assessment – Created and piloted by William Sanders in Tennessee in 1992, the state has been using this assessment as a part of a statewide school reform package. Value Added essentially discounts socio-economic data and measures an individual child’s achievement over time. The advantage of such an approach is that it focuses on students' academic gains rather than their raw achievement scores. 
Value Added Assessment is not an additional test but a useful tool to help districts make data-driven decisions. The assessment is the result of analyses of different tests or variables to produce a report on student progress and effectiveness of instruction over time.
Pennsylvania is currently adopting its version of the Value Added Assessment, called PVAAS, to be implemented in all 501 school districts during the 05 – 06 school year. However, the Federal Government is not allowing PVAAS to supersede AYP.
· Portfolios – As defined by scholar Judy Arter, a portfolio is “a purposeful collection of student work that tells the story of a student's efforts, progress, or achievement. It must include student participation in the selection of portfolio content, criteria for selection, criteria for judging merit, and evidence of student self-reflection.” Portfolios help in determining a child’s development over time, give information on how to design instruction, allows children an opportunity to assess their own work and offers a means of communication with parents and other teachers.
· Point Systems – Hands on picture of how to count not only test scores but account for other important things such as citizenship, extracurricular involvement, community engagement, fine arts proficiency etc. All of the points are valued. The Department of Defense has a similar model for its Department of Defense Education Activity. The Department provides, in military communities worldwide, exemplary educational programs that inspire and prepare all students for success in a global environment. The Department has four main goals to reach its mission, the first being High Student Achievement, Opportunities to Learn and Citizenship. This goal will be met by using multiple assessments that include discipline records, participation in cocurricular activities, and student attitudes by way of surveys of students.
· NAEP Testing – An additional test, the NAEP is administered nationally and therefore allows for comparisons across the country as well as across the state. The NAEP provides a baseline assessment.
Why and How Our Recommendation Can Work



Good Politics/Good Policy
In order to make sure that our recommendation is acted upon, we find it essential to ensure it meet the criteria of Good Politics/Good Policy.
· There is general agreement that high stakes testing is limited in truly measuring student achievement. Our recommendation offers a solution to those who desire greater emphasis on a well-rounded education and less emphasis on testing.

· Each school district will determine which measures it will use to monitor student achievement. Although the state will continue to enforce the use of the PSSA and will augment this with the PVAAS, each district will be able to choose its own additional measures and its own way of implementing them. We believe that this will ensure a community process, respect local control, and allow for school district buy-in. 
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