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The Building Blocks of State Testing Programs

Arnold Shore, Joseph Pedulla, and Marguerite Clarke
National Board on Educational Testing
and Public Policy

INTRODUCTION

Across the country, states have put into place educational testing programs to assess
student learning and to hold educators or students accountable for learning outcomes.
At present, most states have mandated programs that test students in several grades; the
future will likely see more students tested in more grades. As the growth in testing continues,
it becomes imperative that these tests do the least harm and bring the greatest good to the
education of elementary and secondary school students. To ensure that the tests meet this
criterion, parents, teachers, educational administrators, and policy makers must be actively
involved in their construction and use. The purpose of this Statement is to provide a checklist

of some of the components of these testing programs and the choices they represent.

In the first part of the Statement, we describe six basic building blocks of state testing
programs. In the second, we deinonstrate with two simple examples how these building
blocks can be put together to form two very different state testing programs. While other
building blocks could be added to the list, these six are highlighted because they reflect the
main dimensions along which current state testing programs differ, and around which most

debate and controversy occur.

Statements Series Editor:
Marguerite Clarke
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SIX BASIC BUILDING BLOCKS
Not in any particular order, the six building blocks of state testing programs are:
1. Stakes levels — the consequences for students, teachers, administrators, schools,

“As the growth in
testing continues,
it becomes
imperative that
these tests do the
least harm and
bring the greatest
good to the
education of
elementary and
secondary school
students.”
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districts, or school systems that flow from the results of the test

2. Performance standards - the criteria against which academic performance is
measured

3. Information dissemination — what is made public about the test results, to whom,
and when

4. Involvement of teachers - the level and degree of teacher input into test questions,
the frameworks that organize those questions, the scoring system (or”rubrics”) for
the test, and the scoring of the test

5. Technical design and data — degree of compliance with professional standards for
development, review, and use of the test

6. Range of measures used to assess educational performance - from the use of a
single test (given once or several times) to the use of multiple measures (e.g., teacher
grades, portfolios of students’ work, the state test) given over a period of time

Let us discuss each building block in turn.

1. Stakes levels

The stakes levels of state testing programs can vary from low (e.g., no observable
consequences attached to the test results) through moderate (e.g., public dissemination of
test results) to high (e.g., consequences ranging from diplomas withheld to loss of accredita-
tion for schools). As the examples imply, the stakes levels can vary in another way: they can
apply to students on the one hand and to”schools” (read: teachers, principals, other school
administrators, schools, districts, systems) on the other. Putting the two types of variation
together — level of consequences and bearer of consequences — a state testing program could
have high stakes for pupils (e.g., a state test determining graduation) coupled with high
stakes for schools (e.g., testing outcomes determining salaries, resource allocation, or even
operating independence), or low stakes for students and high stakes for schools, and so on.
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Figure 1 presents the stakes-level choices that states have made for both students and

schools in their current testing programs.
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*Indicates that not all aspects of the program are in place.

Which stakes level should be chosen — low, medium, or high — for which group -

students or schools -~ depends on the goals involved. Here, as for all the building blocks

that follow, the refrain is this: only by being clear about the educational goals of the testing

program can one make these choices in an informed way. Also important is the need to

consider district, school, and teacher resources as well as the extent to which students have

had an opportunity to learn the material tested when creating a timetable for attaching stakes

to test results.
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Which stakes level
should be chosen-
low, medium, or
high- for which
group- students or
schools— depends
on the goals
involved.
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2. Performance standards

Most state testing programs measure progress toward the content standards (what you
know or are able to do) and performance standards (how well you know it) that are laid out
in the state’s curriculum frameworks (what is taught, and when; what is learned, and when).
When it comes to an actual test, setting the performance standards for the content tested
in various grade levels (say, 4th, 8th, and 10th) requires the setting of scores that separate
categories of students, for example those who”fail,” “meet basic expectations,” “exceed basic
expectations,” and are”proficient.”These points of separation are called “cut scores” and
setting them requires technical expertise as well as the exercise of judgment (see the
National Board monograph”Cut Scores: Results May Vary”).

One must recognize that the cut scores chosen for a given test could differ dramatically
depending on the goals involved and the cut-score setting method employed. Three
possibilities will help illustrate the range of options.

1. The cut scores can be set with an eye toward “real-world” requirements for verbal,
mathematical, scientific, or other skills

2.The cut scores can be set low and raised over time with an eye toward improvement
that is deemed possible or probable given the educational starting points of the
students, the educational resources of the school district, and the educational
leadership of the school system

3. The cut scores can be set high to send an unmistakable signal to teachers,
administrators, students, and parents that world-class standards of achievement
are the goal of the state’s educational system

The first option relies mainly on the judgment of subject-matter experts. The latter two
rely more on the judgments of policy personnel or politicians. Clarity of educational purpose
is necessary for making these choices since the cut scores chosen will have very different
repercussions for students, teachers, and schools.
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3. Information dissemination

Tests provide feedback information. That said, it is a matter of choice when the
information is provided, who gets it, the level of its detail, and the ways in which it is
presented, or aggregated, for students, classrooms, schools, districts, or states.

When test scores are released can affect how they are used. For example, state tests are
often given in the spring and results announced in the fall. Then, for students who took the
tests as, say, 4th graders, teachers may receive the results when the students are 5th graders,
a time when they have different teachers and when effective action to help individual
students is no longer possible. For schools and districts, too, this timing is unfortunate.
Results are reported too late to change curriculum or instructional emphasis until the
following fall (when the student who took the test is in the 6th grade). A simple rearrange-
ment to test in fall and report in spring (or earlier) would enable both students and teachers
to make timely use of the feedback information the testing program provides.

This choice of timing, and other choices as well, comes down to the intended purposes
or goals of the testing program. Who gets what results, the level of detail of those results,
and the level of aggregation at which the results are reported all relate to the intended
purposes and uses of test results. If the main purpose is to help teachers identify strengths
and weaknesses of individual students with respect to attaining the state standards, results
must get back to teachers in a timely manner. This would argue for fall testing, rapid scoring
and reporting to teachers, detailed diagnostic analysis for each student, and little, if any,
aggregation of results at the school-building or school-district level.

If, on the other hand, the main purpose of the testing program is school-level accounta-
bility, results for individual students become less important. Although timely reporting is still
desirable, spring testing with reporting the following fall may meet the needs of this program.
Results would be reported at the school-building level and given to building administrators,
district administrators, and State Department of Education personnel. The results of this type
of program would have less direct impact on any individual student.
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At their best, they
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work by assessing
students’ progress.
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4, Involvement of teachers

Tests do not supplant teachers. At their best, they support teachers’ work by assessing
students’ progress. If state tests are to do minimum harm and maximum good, it follows
that teachers must be involved from the start in their development, scoring, and use.

Teacher involvement can vary greatly. At the high end, teachers would help guide test
development, scoring, and the timing and use of test information so that it would be most
useful for instructional practice and classroom assessment. Indeed, teachers brought into
the process may find creative ways to link state-mandated testing across classrooms with
. teacher-developed assessments within classrooms, to the benefit of teachers and students.
For example, teachers’ classroom assessments might focus on subject matter covered or

Validity is at the specialized skills (e.g., debating skills) emphasized in classroom work, while state-mandated

heart of the
technical
information At the low end of involvement in state testing programs, teachers might act merely as
necessary to test administrators without a further role in test development, scoring, or use. To elaborate
support the use possibilities for ratcheting up their involvement, it would be useful to understand how existing
of any test. state testing programs affect teachers. In a current study, the National Board is asking teachers
how these programs affect teaching and learning in their classrooms, especially what they

tests might, in complementary fashion, test more general reasoning, communication, and
problem-solving skills.

teach and how they teach it. We are also asking about the effect of the tests on students and
the ways schools and school districts spend their time and money. Finally, we are asking how
the tests affect the profession of teaching.

5. Technical design and data

Validity is at the heart of the technical information necessary to support the use of any
test. By validity we mean the extent to which the implications - or inferences — drawn from
the test score are accurate. Information independent of the test is required to validate whether
a student who fails the test is also likely to fail the next grade’s academic work, for example.
Categorizations like “failing” that attach test results to teachers or schools also require
evidence of their validity. Thus, if a school is categorized as”excellent” on the basis of test
scores, independent data on teacher preparation, teacher instruction, and school leadership
needs to be gathered and reported. The reason is simple: individual test scores aggregated to
produce high scores for a school could result from what the students bring to the classroom,
not what they get there. Family involvement in homework and study, rather than what the
school is providing, may account for the results.

While validity is the main technical concern of testing, reliability — the consistency of
results over time — is also important. Since all test scores embody some degree of error,
categorizations such as“failing” and “needs improvement” could change over time for
students or schools, independently of whether they actually improve. To buttress claims of
a highly reliable test, data need to show that there are few such changes in categorization.
Since results are categorized on the basis of cut scores (see above), program administrators
also need to provide data on how the cut scores were set, whether multiple procedures (and
perhaps multiple panels of judges) were used, and - since judgment always enters into

setting cut scores — who was involved in the process.
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The test items need to be screened to ensure that they do not disadvantage any group of
students. If multiple forms of the tests are used, technical data should be provided to show
how the tests were”equated.”The treatment of scores obtained when accommodations are
made for special populations (e.g., the visually impaired, the learning disabled) also needs to
be described: that is, will these scores be treated as equivalent to or different from scores
obtained under standard conditions, and if different, how will they be treated?

Finally, the test data need to be analyzed to help make sense of the results. For example,
are poorer school districts performing better or worse than expected, given their resources? Are
students of a particular racial or ethnic group performing better or worse than other groups?

It is only by identifying differences such as these that we can begin to understand where
problems and successes lie and how we can address the problems and spread the successes.

All of this information is needed to interpret results accurately. The guiding principle in
reporting technical data is to give sufficient information so that others can make informed
decisions about the adequacy of the tests and the inferences made from them. This means
that test developers should offer guidance on the ways test results are intended to be used,
and — equally important - on the potential limitations of the test, including examples
of uses that would be inappropriate.

6. Range of measures used to assess educational performance

On the face of things, the range of measures used to assess educational performance can
go from a”low” of a single test to a“high” of multiple measures, including classroom work, the
state test (or series of tests), school completion rates, and so on. In general, the assessment
of educational performance should not be confined to the low end of the range, especially
if the stakes attached to a student’s or school’s performance are high. That said, choices to
be made include the number of measures to be used, their format or characteristics (e.g.,
portfolios of students’ work as compared to standardized multiple-choice tests), and their
relationship to different outcomes (e.g., relationship to future academic success versus future
work success). There is room for much creativity in bringing together a range of measures
to assess educational performance, including the use of a computer-based information system
to allow teachers to input multiple measures into an accountability system where they and
others can track student and school progress.

In the next section we put together the six building blocks to develop two very different
testing programs. Note that these examples are not offered as ideal programs. They serve
merely to illustrate how the building blocks we discussed play out under two different

policy goals.
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BUILDING THE STATE TESTING PROGRAM

Several organizing principles help guide the construction of a state testing program. Since
that program represents a testing policy, the following can be helpful in making choices:

% Goals — what we wish to accomplish with the testing program

¢ Coverage — whom we will include in the program, and when

% Cost — how much we will spend to carry out the program

% Administration - how we will organize and implement the program

% Equity — what safeguards we will put in place to ensure reasonable and fair treatment
of those tested

% Evaluation — how we will know what has transpired so that we can improve the

7 program

...testing policy, For a testing program to be implemented thoughtfully, fairly, within budget constraints,
and the testing and with an eye toward future improvement, one must be clear about its goals. Immediately
programs guided below we will take the first steps of focusing on program goals and their relationship to the
by it, should six building blocks. In the final analysis — a level of analysis not attempted here — we would
complement a more run the goals and building-blocks choices against coverage, cost, administration, equity, and
comprehensive evaluation to arrive at a polished statement of the testing policy we wish to implement as a
approach to testing program.

assessing the
performance of a
student, a teacher, a
school, or a district.

As we turn to stating goals and outlining our testing programs, we need to assert the
fundamental guideline that testing policy, and the testing programs guided by it, should
complement a more comprehensive approach to assessing the performance of a student, a
teacher, a school, or a district. We underscore that from a technical as well as an educational
standpoint, a single test cannot assess performance adequately, especially when an important
decision is to be made. Thus, neither of our examples uses just one measure to assess
educational outcomes.

10
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Testing Program |

In the first scenario, the policy goal for the testing program is the following:

To determine the level at which students are performing in fundamental subject
areas (e.g., mathematics, science, English) and the rate of progress we might
reasonably expect of them over a certain period of time.

Our program goals would be to establish the level at which the current state educational
system is operating and to involve teachers, curriculum specialists, professional development
experts, and the like in assessing where additional or different efforts (always constrained
by money, time, and resources) should be spent. In addition, we would involve educational-
measurement specialists not only in establishing baseline information, but in reviewing
research and conducting further research to determine how much progress can reasonably
be made over what period of time.

In constructing a testing program to implement these operational goals, the building
blocks might line up this way:

% Stakes levels: set low or moderate

% Performance standards: set in two ways — in the early grades, ability to do academic
work in the next grade, and in the later grades, ability to succeed in the world of work

% Information dissemination: test results made widely available in a timely fashion
< Involvement of teachers: close involvement in specifying standards and test items,
scoring these items if they are open-ended, uses of data, and timing of information

dissemination

% Technical design and data: meeting relevant professional standards and guidelines,
including timely and open dissemination of information on test design and quality

< Range of measures used to assess educational performance: reliance on classroom
measures, state testing measures, and amount of resources given to schools

ERIC 11 | 9
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Under this scenario, parents, teachers, educational administrators, measurement experts,
and policymakers would deliberate jointly on:

» When to use state tests and when other measures
% How often to assess performance using state tests and other measures

% How to keep teaching and curriculum informed by the best possible information

Note that here state tests play a supporting role, not a dominant role; high stakes would
not be part of the testing policy; and widely disseminated test information would be part of
an effort to bring parents, teachers, school administrators, and decisionmakers into close
conversation about student learning.

Testing Program Il

In a very different scenario, let us state the testing policy goal as follows:

1o measure attainment of world-class standards through a test that is independent
of the classroom but connected by content and skills to the work of students in
specified grades

The first operational goal would be to establish the level at which students need to
perform in order to meet world-class standards by involving state educational administrators
and policymakers in setting cut scores for acceptable and unacceptable levels of performance.
A few administrators and political decisionmakers would then make key testing decisions,
especially on when students must reach the designated performance goals.

In this scenario, the building blocks would line up this way:

% Stakes levels: set high to send an unmistakable signal that the state will take
action that has serious consequences for students, teachers, and schools not meeting
performance standards

% Performance standards: set high to signal that world-class standards will be required
of all students

ERIC
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% Information dissemination: school and district test results widely publicized, with
districts not meeting the standards placed on notice of possible consequences to

ope rations or resources

< Involvement of teachers: at most, teachers involved as test administrators to keep

costs down

% Technical design and data: difficult to assess compliance with relevant professional
standards and guidelines due to the limited dissemination of information

< Range of measures used to assess educational performance: reliance mainly on
the test, but with classroom assessments and district resources being taken into

account when determining consequences

In this scenario, administrators and policymakers would deliberate together on:
% Where to set cut scores
% When to administer tests

< How to relate the political environment in which education operates to efforts to
reform education according to a standards-based model

In this scenario, the performance standards are set without regard to baseline informa-
tion; teachers are not involved in discussions about test development or use; and classroom
assessment — teacher-developed tests and teacher-based observations - is very much
secondary in important educational decisions such as promotion and high school graduation.

To contrast Testing Program I and Testing Program 1I overall, the first scenario is
essentially a developmental approach to learning and assessment. It involves teachers,
parents, and others in determining what is appropriate for the educational development of
students and how tests can provide information to teachers and parents for furthering this
end. The second scenario is essentially a joint political and educational approach to setting
educational standards and assessing educational outcomes. It embodies the notion that
political leadership is necessary to get educational systems to respond to the need for
improved student performance, and that tests play the key role in reorganizing or

reforming education.
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CONCLUSION

A state testing program is based on a state testing policy. That policy is made up of
building blocks that encompass everything from the technical design of the test to perform-
ance standards, and to the consequences, if any, that flow from the results. And although
testing policies and programs are multifaceted and complex, their potential implications for
students demand that the interested public take an active role in their construction.

This paper has provided a necessary but not a sufficient basis for the involvement
of parents, other community members, teachers, administrators, and policymakers in
deliberations on tests and testing policy. Communities must come together to review the
design of their testing program, to affirm goals for testing programs and the underlying

testing policies, and to engage in making educational decisions that use testing in support
of student learning.
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provide the following information regarding the availability of the document. (ERIC will not annou a document unless it is publicly
available, and a dependable source can be specified. Contributors should also be aware that ER]GSelection criteria are significantly more
stringent for documents that cannot be made available through EDRS.)

Publisher/Distributor: /

Address:

Price: /

IV. REFERRAL OF ERIC TO COPYRIGHT/REPRODUCTION RIGHTS HOLDER:

ease provide the appropriate name and

if the right to grant this reproduction release is held by someone other than the addressee,
address:

Name: /

Address:

V. WHERE TO SEND THIS FORM:

Send this form to the following ERIC Clearinghouse:
ERIC CLEARINGHOUSE ON ASSESSMENT AND EVALUATION
UNIVERSITY OF MARYLAND
1129 SHRIVER LAB
COLLEGE PARK, MD 20742-5701
ATTN: ACQUISITIONS

However, if solicited by the ERIC Facility, or if making an unsolicited contribution to ERIC, return this form (and the document being
contributed) to:

ERIC Processing and Reference Facility
4483-A Forbes Boulevard
Lanham, Maryland 20706

Telephone: 301-552-4200
Toll Free: 800-799-3742
FAX: 301-552-4700
e-mail: ericfac@inet.ed.gov
WWW: http://ericfac.piccard.csc.com
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