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While NCLB has increasingly focused the attention of educators, policymakers and the
public on testing, assessment has been used for nearly a century to measure and evaluate student
and school performance. However, the range and purpose of testing has expanded, particularly in
the last three decades. This paper isintended to frame the Best Practices in State Assessment
workshops by: 1) situating state assessments in the broader context of how we use tests today; 2)
reviewing very briefly what we know about the strengths and limitations of state and related
assessments, such as interim assessments; and 3) using this overview to identify issues we need
to consider as we design more innovative assessments and assessment systems.

| make three main pointsin this paper. First, policymakers and educators use alimited
number of tests, particularly state assessments, for multiple purposes. The design of new
assessments and assessment systems must recognize these multiple uses because they embody
different theories of action and technical requirements. Second, “we treasure what we measure.”
Test-based accountability has focused attention on standards, but particularly that subset of
academic standards and content domain that is covered by thetests. This focus has had both
negative and positive consequences for teaching. Third, it is not only about thetest. Even if we
build a more innovative assessment system, one that “ measures what we treasure,” its impact
will be limited unless we create a strong system of support for accessing and analyzing the

resulting data, and build the capacity of teachers to interpret and act on these data.
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Few T ests, Many Uses

Table 1 shows different ways in which the results of student assessments are currently
used for students, teachers and schools. The rows represent the different types of use, the
columns the different foci of assessment use. These are not discrete categories or cells, and
limited space precludes a more compl ete description of these uses. But this display does enable
one to visualize the multiple uses of one assessment (e.g., state assessment), aswell as identify
areas where we should be developing multiple or different forms of assessment.

Usesfor students. We can look at how state assessment results have been used for
students by working our way down the column titled “ Students.” Historically, we have used
standardized teststo place students into instructional groups (tracking within and across
classrooms) and programs (e.g., remedial, advanced; special education; ESL, etc.). Teachers use
external, curriculum-based, and their own assessments to make instructional decisions about
individual students.

Test results are a so used for low- and high-stakes student accountability. Scoresfrom
high school graduation tests may be placed on student transcripts, alow-stakes action as
employersrarely look at student transcripts. A few states and school districts use state tests
results as one factor in making promotion decisions for elementary and middle school students.
Most critically, students in 24 states must pass a state test to graduate from high school. This
policy becomes effective in 2 more statesin 2012. Eleven states have or are in the process of
moving from “comprehensive’ to end-of-course exams for high school graduation. These new
testswill have implications for school accountability as 24 states also use their high school exit

exams for school accountability under NCLB (Center on Education Policy, 2009b).
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Tablel: Assessment Uses

Uses

Student

Teacher

School

Diagnosis

Instructional decisions
Placement

Allocation of educational
services

Professional development and
support

Resource allocation
Technical assistance

I nform teaching/
learning

Focus, align, redirect content
and instructional strategies

Focus on, aign curriculum to
skills/content

School improvement planning

Evaluation Certification of individual Teacher preparation programs | Program evaluation
achievement Teacher pay
Public Reporting Transcripts Parent or community action
External Accountability Promotion Renewal Sanctions and rewards
High school graduation Tenure
Pay
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Usesfor schools. Working our way up the column marked “ Schools,” we see that the
most visible use of state assessment data aggregated to the school level isfor external
accountability under NCLB and, in some states, separate state accountability policies. Schools
identified as not making adequate yearly progress (A Y P) are subject to sanctions. In some states
(e.0., Arizona, Florida), schools may receive rewards for achieving, maintaining A'Y P and/or
showing growth on state assessments. While most external accountability systems use cross-
sectional (or cohort) measures, a growing number of states are incorporating longitudinal
measures of student growth into their state accountability policies either in accordance with the
NCLB Growth Modéel provision or through their own state formul as.

These same test data are reported publicly and may be used by parents and community
members to press educators to make changes, or by parentsto choose schools. These data may
be used by school and district staff to evaluate programs in schools, by school staff to design and
implement school improvement plans, and/or by school staff to focus their attention on, and align
curriculum to, specific skillsand content. Test results may also be used diagnostically to identify
areas for technical assistance to schools, and to direct or reallocate resources to and within
schools.

Usesfor teachers. Asdiscussed in the next section of this paper, teachers also use
student test data at the classroom level to align curriculum and instruction with standards and
tested skills and content, and to identify professional development needs. In addition, afew
states and school districts have begun to use student test datain pay for performance programs.
For example, Minnesota' s Q-Comp program, the Teacher Advancement Program (T AP) and the
federal Teacher Incentive Fund include student performance as one component of performance-

based compensation. Sixty percent of Florida’ s Merit Award Program awards must be based on
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student performance on state (and in non-tested grades and subj ects, other) assessments. And,
responding to financial incentives from the Race to the T op program, policymakers are
considering how to use these data to inform teacher evaluations and tenure decisions and assess
the effectiveness of teacher preparation programs.

I mplications of multipletest usesfor assessment design. These different uses of tests
incorporate different theories of action and technical requirements that must be considered in the
design of assessment systems. For example, the theory of action underlying the use of teststo
change classroom instruction is that by aligning assessments with specific content and
performance standards, and by providing diversification of testing formats, teachers will have the
information they need to change their curriculum and instruction. A continuous improvement
model posits that teachers will gather information about student learning on an ongoing basis and
will interpret and use that evidence in ways that improve instruction. Thus assessments for
instructional purposes need to betimely and relevant to classroom instruction and must generate
continuous and actionable information. Ideally, assessment is embedded in instruction with
continuous feedback to the teacher. Flexibility isimportant; reliability is not as critical.

In contrast, the use of tests for external accountability assumes that information aloneis
insufficient to motivate educators to teach well and students to perform to high standards;
therefore, incentives and sanctions are needed to stimulate action. This use of tests requires
standardization of content, administration and scoring because it involves making comparisons,
whether to a benchmark or to other students, groups or schools. Because of the high stakes
usually associated with external accountability, the tests must be valid, reliable and fair.

Although some of the structural and technical requirements differ by test use, tests for

instructional and accountability purposes share some common requirements. For example, to
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generate valid information about student learning, all tests should be aligned to content standards
that reflect amodel of learning or learning progressions. Tests must include valid measures of
student growth to guide instruction and to inform accountability decisions, particularly for
teachers.

We Treasure What WeMeasure

Researchers, policymakers and educators have identified both advantages and
disadvantages to using external tests, such as state assessments, in instruction and to drive
instructional change.

Strengths of the current system. The current test-driven accountability system focuses
educators' attention on standards. By and large, educators believe in the intrinsic val ue of
standards. They believe that state standards identify what their students should know and be able
to do, that the standards are compatible with good educational practice, and that the public
should hold students and educators to account for meeting certain outcomes. Teachersfind
standards helpful for guiding their own instruction and they align their curriculum and
instruction with them, although they believe that standards include more content than they can
cover inayear, and are, in some instances, too vague to give useful guidance.T eachers also find
standards useful for bringing focus and consistency of instruction within and across schools
(Kannapel et a., 2001; Johnson, Arumi, and Ott 2006; Massell et al., 2005; Stecher et al., 2008).

The legitimacy of state assessment systems is much lower, however, particularly among
teachers. Teachers do not believe that state tests are necessarily a good measure of their students
mastery of content, and many raise concerns about the lack of alignment among standards,
assessment and curriculum. But teachers, schools and districts pay attention to the data generated

by assessments. T eachers report that they review assessment resultsto identify students who
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need additional help, topics requiring more emphasis, and gaps in curriculum and instruction.
Teachers also indicate that they search for more effective teaching methods and change some
elements of their instructional practice in response to state assessments (Goertz & Massell, 2005;
Kannapel et al., 2001; Stecher et al., 1998; Stecher et al., 2008).

Districts and schools are increasing their use of student datain school i mprovement
planning, to change curriculum and instructional materials, and to focus professional
development (Harris et a., 2005; Massell, 2001; Padilla et a., 2006; Stecher et a., 2008).
Although teachers feel that their students are over-tested (Johnson, Arumi, & Ott 2006),
teachers, schools and districts want more information on student achievement. Since the mid-
1990s, districts and schools have supplemented state tests in order to measure continuous
progress toward district and/or state standards, provide instructional feedback to teachers, offer
student-level information for parents and teachers, reinforce constructivist teaching through
performance assessments, and/or evaluate programs (Massell & Goertz, 2002). With expanded
state testing under NCL B, districts have turned to interim or benchmark assessments to track
student progress throughout the school year.

Stronger accountability has also focused educators attention on traditionally underserved
populations of students. While some educators still question whether all students can learn to
high standards, their expectations for these students are considerably higher than in the past. And
districts have responded to accountability press by providing assistance to schools, although not
always the kinds of intensive support envisioned under NCLB (Center on Education Policy,

2007, Padilla et a., 2006; Stecher et al., 2008).

W eaknesses of the current system. While the current test-based accountability system

has focused teachers attention on standards, the breadth (and ambiguity) of standards, coupled

Goertz, Overview of Current Assessment Practices Page 7



with accountability focused on test results, had led teachers, particularly those in low-performing
schools, to pay more attention to what is assessed than to the broader set of standards (Herman,
2004). Research has shown that this focus had led to a narrowing of the curriculum to tested
subjects, content and pedagogy; increased instructional time on tested subjects; and increased
test preparation (Center on Education Policy, 2008; 2009a; Herman, 2004; Firestone, Schorr &
Monfils, 2004; Shepard, 2005; Shepard & Dougherty, 2001; Stecher et al., 2008). Teachers are
paying more attention to “bubble kids,” or children who are performing at just below the pass
rates of mandated assessments (c.f., Booher-Jennings, 2005; Christman et al., 2009). And,
although teachers have taken steps to align instruction with assessments and standards and to use
datato plan instruction, there is little evidence that their daily instructional practices have
changed (c.f., Firestone, Schorr, & Monfils, 2004; Herman, 2004; Stecher et al, 2008; Wilson &
Floden, 2001).

Teachers' focus on tested content is even more problematic given the limited alignment of
state assessments with their standards, and the lack of rigor of these assessments. Building on
their earlier work (Porter, 2002; Porter, Polikoff, & Smithson; 2009), Polikoff, Porter, and
Smithson (under review) examined the alignment of state assessments with state content
standards post-NCLB. Looking at 8to 9 states where they had sufficient data, they found low to
moderate with-in state assessment-to-standards alignment, averaging about 0.30 in mathematics,
0.20 in language arts and slightly over 0.20 in sciencein 4' and 8" grades. That is, large
proportions of content standards were not covered on assessments. When they examined the
cognitive demand of the assessments, the researchers found thaton average, with the exception

of 4™ grade mathematics, the assessments were considerably more concentrated at lower levels
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of cognitive demand than the states’ standards. There was significant variation across statesin
their sample, however, generally due to variation in the cognitive demand level of the standards.

A final limitation of the current assessment system is a by-product of provisions of the
NCLB Act. The NCLB requirements of testing every student annually in grades 3-8, coupled
with the short turnaround times for scoring and reporting data required to identify schools that
must provide choice and supplemental services, have led states to increase their use of multiple
choice formats on state assessments. Assessments composed primarily of multiple choice items
have less potential to provide information on students understanding and cognition than those
with open-ended items and/or extended writing and rubrics that require students to present
evidence of their thinking. In addition, as teacherstend to model test pedagogy, they have less
incentive to incorporate problem-solving or written communication in their instruction (Herman,
2004).

Interim assessments. The past ten years have witnessed an explosion in the use of
interim assessments by school districts across the country in adesire to give teachers more
frequent data on student performance to use for instructional planning. Stecher et al. (2008), for
example, found that that 53% to 73% of study districts in California, Georgia and Pennsylvania
used interim or progress tests in elementary and middle school mathematics (a focus of their
study) in 2006. Districts are keeping their interim tests even under pressure to cut budgets
(Sawchuk, 2009), and draft guidelines for the U.S. Department of Education’ s Race to the Top
Assessment Program encourage school districts to develop formative or interim assessments as
part of comprehensive state assessment systems.

Supporters of interim assessments argue that these tests will provide data on student

understanding, and that teachers’ analysis of thisdatawill inturn lead to greater differentiation
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of instruction and better teaching of content, leading to improved student learning. Much of the
belief in the potential of interim assessments to improve student learning comes, however, from
the growing body of research on formative assessment (c.f., Black & Wiliam, 1998; Crooks,
1988; Hattie & Timperley, 2007; Natriello, 1987). V ery few studies exist on how interim
assessments are actually used by individual teachersin classrooms, by principals, and by
districts, or on their impact on student achievement.

Some recent studies surveyed teachers about their use of test datain instruction. Many of
these teachers reported that interim test results hel ped them monitor student progress and identify
skill gaps for their students, and led them to modify curriculum and instruction (c.f., Christman,
et a., 2009; Clune & White, 2008; Stecher, et a., 2008). These studies, however, did not
examine how individual teachers actually analyzed and used these datato inform their classroom
practice. A recent exploratory study of how teachers used curriculum-based interim assessments
in elementary mathematics in two districts found that teachers took similar actions, using data
from interim assessments to identify weak content areas or struggling students within their
classrooms, to determine whether and how students should be re-grouped during re-teaching, to
decide when to move on to the next topic or concept, and as the basis for cross-classroom
conversations (Goertz, Olah & Riggan, 2009). Teacherswere much less likely to modify the
ways in which they actually re-taught the content. The researchers also found that most itemsin
the assessments did not provide actionabl e information on students' misunderstandings, a
precursor to instructional improvement.

There are also few publicly available large-scal e studies on the impact of interim
assessments on student learning. Two such studies found small but non-significant effects of the

use of interim exams in mathematics (Henderson, Petrosino, Guckenburg, & Hamilton, 2008)
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and reading (Quint, Sepanik, & Smith, 2008). As Quint, Sepanik, and Smith (2008) note,
however, the limited time frame of these studies (one to two years) may be insufficient to see
effects of interim assessments on student learning.

It’sNot Just the T est

Building a better assessment system is necessary but not sufficient to drive and support
instructional improvement. Teachers must have access to and support for the use of test data,
and they must have the capacity to interpret and act on these data.

A large body of research on data-driven decision-making has identified conditions for
successful use of assessment data. The first is access to aquality and usable Information
Management System (IMS) that focuses teachers' attention on content as well as items (c.f.,
Marsh et al., 2005; Supovitz, 2006; Wayman & Stringfield, 2006). Y et, anational survey
conducted in 2006-07 found that only 72% of districts stored scores from district testsin
electronic data systems and only 41% of teachers reported having el ectronic access to their
students’ performance on interim or diagnostic tests. Only 33% of teachers with accessto an
electronic student data system felt capable of forming data queries (U.S. Department of
Education, 2009).

Other conditions affecting data use include: @) expectations that interim assessment
results will be used to inform instruction (c.f., Firestone & Gonzalez, 2007; Goertz, Olah, &
Riggan, 2009; Knapp, Copland, & Swinnerton, 2007); b) a culture of data use (c.f., Ikemoto &
Marsh, 2007; Massell, 2001; Supovitz, 2006); c) time to re-teach content and skills to students
(c.f., Goertz, Olah & Riggan, 2009); and d) leadership to create explicit norms and expectations
regarding data use (Datnow, Park, & Wohlstetter, 2007; Kerr et al., 2006; Lachat & Smith, 2005;

Supovitz, 2006; Wayman & Stringfield, 2006; Y oung, 2006), build and support principals’ and
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teachers’ skillsin data-based inquiry (Knapp, Copland, & Swinnerton, 2007; Y oung, 2006),
promote norms of collaboration (Ikemoto & Marsh, 2007; Y oung, 2006), and support the
concept of continual learning (Sharkey & Murnane, 2006; Knapp, Copland, & Swinnerton,
2007).

Using data for instructional improvement also requires tightening the connection between
data and classroom practice and building teachers' instructional knowledge and skills. For
example, Goertz, Olah & Riggan (2009) found that teachers’ capacity to interpret assessment
data played a major role in how they used the results of interim, and even formative,
assessments. Many teachers focused on procedurd rather than conceptual sources of student
errors on test items, diagnoses that appeared to inform their instructional planning during re-
teaching. Teachers who assessed for conceptual understanding did so across multiple test formats
and were more likely to use instructional changes strategies that those who did not. Teachers’
mathematical knowledge for teaching al so appeared to contribute to teachers’ instructional and
assessment practices.

Y et, many teachers lack the knowledge, resources, and support to link assessment results
to teaching (Datnow, Park, & Wohlstetter, 2007; Kerr et al., 2006; Y oung, 2006). A synopsis of
RAND research, for example, found that while most teachers and principals reported having
access to workshops on interpreting assessment results, few found them to be helpful. Educators
preferred training on the use of assessment resultsin instructional planning, but this type of
support “was less often available’ (Marsh, Pane, & Hamilton, 2006, pp.7-8). Thus, professional
development for assessment use must move beyond a focus on “point and click” (to locate and
organize data) to afocus on interpreting data (e.g., diagnosing student error) and on connecting

this evidence to specific instructional approaches and strategies. It is also important that teacher
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professional development focus on teacher content knowledge, and on developing teachers’
instructional repertoires and capacity to assess for students' mathematical learning.
Conclusion
W e have learned that the substance and use of assessments focus teachers' attention on
tested content. Teachers have aligned their curriculum and instruction to standards and
assessments, and used assessment data for instructional planning. However, in many cases, this
has led to a narrowing of the curriculum and emphasis on test preparation, and has not resulted in
teachers’ changing their day-to-day instructional strategies. Teachers, schools and school
districts crave additional datato inform instruction, but teachers have limited access to student
results and insufficient preparation and knowledge to interpret and act on these data. Support for
better data use requires leadership that will create a culture of data use and continuous
improvement, build principal and teacher capacity, and provide time for collaboration and re-
teaching. We have also learned that no one test can or should be used for multiple purposes.
Therefore, as educators, policymakers and researchers consider the design of more

innovative assessments and comprehensive assessment systems, they must address a set of
design and implementation questions. These include:

1. What dowe want to test and how?

2. For what purpose(s)?

3. What arethe technical requirements for each use?

4. What kinds of information do we want to generate and for whom?

5. What istherole of astatetest in acomprehensive assessment system?

6. What supportswill educators need to use the test (and assessment system) to improve

instruction?
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