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I ntroduction

It would not be an exaggeration to assert that large-scale assessment isa greater forcein
K-12 public education in the United States a this time than it has been at any other time
inU.S. higory. Since 1990, large-scale assessment at the national and state levels has
been characterized by increases in the number of tests, more demanding content and
performance standards, and higher stakes for students and schools. At the nationa levd,
the Nationd Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) has shifted from the ‘judgment-
free’ reporting of long-term trendsin national and regiond performance (i.e.,, what
students know and can do) to the reporting of state-by-ate results in terms of judgment
laden performance standards (i.e., what students should be able to do). At the State leve,
whether in response to the requirements of the Improving America s Schools Act of

1994, date education reform efforts, or the impact of the standards-based movement, in
generd, mandated state assessments have increased in quantity, content and performance
demands, and stakes for students and schoals. In addition, requirements of the Individuds
with Disabilities Education Act of 1997 (IDEA97) has broadened the pool of students
participating in large-scal e assessments.

Furthermore, it would be an understatement to argue that the role of large-scale

assessment islikely to increase in the next severa years. The federa No Child Left

Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) requires states to administer annual assessments in reading
and mathematics at grades 3 through 8 and once at grades 10-12 by the 2005-2006 school
year. NCLB as0 requires an annual state assessment in science a the eementary,

middle, and secondary levels by the 2006-2007 school year. In addition to those annual
statewide assessments administered to al students, NCLB aso requires prescribes the
annud assessment of the English proficiency of English language learners. Findly, the
increased testing at the state level will be accompanied by more frequent adminigtration

of the state NAEP administrations in reading and mathematics,

As one might expect, associated with the increased quantity and stakes of large-scale
assessments are increased demands for information from large- scae assessments. On
onelevd, the demand isfor amore rapid delivery of results from the assessments.
Beginning with the 2003 NAEP adminigtration, the timetable for ddlivering NAEP results
following each adminigtration will be shortened by more than one year with NAEP
results being released no more than sx months following each administration. Under
NCLB, results from state assessments must be returned quickly enough to alow
aufficient time for didtricts and schools that fail to make adequate yearly progress or are
declared in need of improvement to implement required programs and services prior to
the beginning of the school year. On ancther leve, the demand is for more in-depth
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reporting of assessment results at the school and student level. For example, itis
commonplace to hear discussion of the need for assessment results to provide diagnostic
information to guide the ingruction of individua students and to see analyses of
assessment results that focus on school performance at the level of individua learning
standards or performance indicators.

In their haste to meet the demands of the forces described in the previous paragraphs,
testing companies, sates, and the federd government are focused primarily on the
attempt to make the current large-scale assessments more efficient and effective. The
god isto produce more results that are more accurate more quickly so that those results
can be more useful to more schools and more students. Of course, through the increased
use of technology, the goa should be accomplished with lesstesting time, less cog, less
reliance on human scorers, and less standardization. In short, the god isto develop
methods to use large- scal e assessment to better measure the achievement of al students.

Implicit in that god and in the increased use of large- scale assessments is the assumption
that large-scale assessments are an appropriate tool to measure the performance of al
sudents. At the very leadt, there is the belief that the current modd of large-scale
assessment is necessary to ensure comparability of measurement across students, schoals,
and gates. However, the current mode of large-scale assessment use (i.e.,, annua
assessment of dl studentsin al content areas to produce individua student results) is not
necessarily the only or the most appropriate long-term use of large-scale assessment or
the best method to messure the academic achievement of al students.

In this paper, we will attempt to provide arationae for an aternative mode for the use of
large-scale assessment — amodd that cals for amore limited (and well-defined) role for
large-scale assessment in an integrated system of assessment at the local, ate, and to
some extent, nationa levels. The proposed modd is not nove, origind, or innovative. In
fact, with regard to large- scale assessment, on the surface it may gppear assmply acdl
for areturn to an earlier time in which large- scal e assessment served a different purpose
in K-12 public education. The difference, however, isthat in that earlier time large-scale
assessment was often an isolated component in an incoherent collection of assessments.

This paper will be divided into three mgor sections. Thefirg section will provide a
definition of large-scale assessment and discuss the forces that led it to evolve to its
current state. The second section will discuss the role and appropriate uses of large-scae
assessmentsin public education. The third section will describe a comprehensive
assessment system, the role that large-scae assessment plays within such a system, and
how theindividual components can be integrated to form a cohesive system.



Pat 1: The Evolution of Large-Scale Assessment

Let’ s begin with the basic question: What is large-scal e assessment? The Montana
Office of Public Ingtruction provides a succinct answer to the question in a Q& A
document describing the Montana statewide norm - referenced testing program: “Large-
scale assessment means tests are administered to large numbers of students, such as those
inadidrict or sae,” (Montana Office of Public Ingruction, 2001). Asthat answer
indicates, the term large- scale assessment normally refersto atest rather than an
assessment. Although the terms are often used interchangeably, as Wiggins (1993)
explains, “the diginction between an assessment and atest...is not merdly political or
semantic (in that derogatory sense of hairsplitting). An assessment is a comprehensive,
multi-faceted andlyss of performance; it must be judgment-based and persond... An
educationd test, by contrad, isan “instrument,” ameasuring device. We construct an
event to yidd ameasurement.” The importance of the digtinction will be discussed more
fully in the section of the paper dedling with the role of large- scale assessment.

For the purposes of this paper, the term large- scal e assessment will refer primarily to tests
administered as part of statewide assessment programs. In general, those assessments
cons s of tests administered to al students at one or more grades at the elementary,
middle, and high school levelsin content areas such as English language arts,

mathematics, science, and history. Those tests typically include multiple- choice items

and may aso include performance-based items such as short-answer items, openended
items, and essay questions. To alesser extent, Statewide assessments may aso include
portfolio assessment “in which examples of students work (essays, models, or reports)
are assembled to document student progress [and performance]” (Landau et al., 1999).

A natura follow-up to our initid question (What is large-scale assessment?) isthe
question: Why do we need large-scale assessment? In an FAQ section on their company
website, Measured Progress provides the following response to that question:

In response to reform acts, accountability requirements, and the Goals
2000: Educate America Act, nationa agencies, states, and communities
across the country have united to focus on the development of far-reaching
systems that will reform educationa standards and school environments.
Badic reform strateges emphasize the need for high academic standards —
describing what al children should know and be able to do — and high-
quality assessments geared toward those standards. States are required to
develop and implement assessment programs that correspond to
curriculum standards and assess students in designated grade levels and
subjects.

Popham (2001) provides essentidly the same response with adightly different flavor in
response to the question, “what is the primary measurement misson” of large-scale
assessment programs.



It'sdl about accountability. Large-scale assessment programs, the bulk of
which are of the high-stakes variety, are in place chiefly becauise someone
believesthat the annual collection of sudents' achievement scores will
alow the public and educational policymakers (such as state school board
members or state legidators) to seeif educators are performing
satisfactorily. Remember, most Americans believe that the qudity of
education istied directly to students test scores. They believe that by
edablishing alarge-scale testing program that captures a student’ s score
on an annud bas's, they have creasted a mechanism that will dlow al
interested parties to monitor the cdiber of schooling ddivered. (p. 34)

Popham (2001) and Landau (1999) both note that most statewide also purport to have an
ingructiond component. That is, in some form, states claim that one purpose of the
dtatewide assessment system is to improve ingruction. In Massachusdtts, thisis reflected
in the following statement describing the purpose of the Massachusetts Comprehensive
Assessment System (MCAYS):

The primary god of Education Reform is to improve student performance.
MCAS sarves two main purposes that focus on achieving that god. Firs,
it is designed to improve classroom ingtruction and assessment by: (a)
providing specific feedback that can be used to improve the quality of
school-wide, classroom, and even individudized student instructional
programs, and (b) modeling effective assessment approaches that can be
used in the classroom.  Second, it serves as an accountability tool for
measuring the performance of individud students, schools, and digtricts
againg established state standards. (Massachusetts Department of
Education, 2002).

Popham dismisses discusson of the ingtructiona contribution in the mission statement of
large-scale assessment programs as nothing more than rhetoric in most cases. To some
extent, heis probably correct with regard to the purpose of the large- scal e assessment
program. A baance scde determining the relative importance of accountability and
ingructiond benefits in the decison to implement alarge- scale assessment program
would likely lean heavily toward accountability. The form and format of many large-
scale assessments (i.e., including lengthy passages from awide variety of sourcesand a
mix of long- and short-answer constructed-response items), however, reflect the concern
about the tests ingtructiona contribution and reved a significant portion of the recent
higtory of large-scae assessment.

The roots of the current period in large-scale assessment history are well documented and
can be traced back to the mid-1980s and a series of loosely related events (Popham, 2001,
Herman, 1997). It can eadly be argued that the modern educationd testing period began
with the passage of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA), and

by the mid-1980s a mgjority of states were administering some type of large-scae
assessment program  (Rothman, 1995). However, large-scale testing as we know it today
began to take shape with the publication of A Nation at Risk in 1983. The report prepared



for the United States Department of Education by the National Commission on
Excdlence in Education made the following recommendation on standards and
expectations.

We recommend that schools, colleges, and universities adopt more
rigorous and measurable standards, and higher expectations, for
academic performance and student conduct, and that 4-year colleges and
universties raise ther requirements for admisson. Thiswill help sudents
do their best educationdly with chalenging materidsin an environment
that supports learning and authentic accomplishment.

As one step toward implementing that recommendation, the Commission recommended

Standardized tests of achievement (not to be confused with gptitude tests)
should be administered at mgor trandtion points from one level of
schooling to another and particularly from high school to college or work.
The purposes of these tests would be to [determing]: (a) the student's
credentids; (b) the need for remedid intervention; and (c)the opportunity
for advanced or accelerated work. The tests should be administered as part
of anaionwide (but not Federd) system of State and local standardized
tests. This system should include other diagnostic procedures that assist
teachers and students to evaluate student progress.

The findings and recommendations of the report fueled a growing sense of dissatifaction
with the performance of studentsin public schools and was a catdyst in aflurry of
education reform efforts in states throughout the country. At roughly the sametime, a
1987 report by aWest Virginia physician, John Canndll, raised concerns about the
appropriate use of traditiona, sandardized tests. Canndl’ sfindings and their aftermath
were summarized a decade later in Education Week’ s Quality Counts 1997:

A Wes Virginia physician, John Jacob Cannell, attracted nationa

attention in 1987 when he discovered the phenomenon. After learning that
the mgority of his state's school digtricts scored above average on norm-
referenced standardized tests, Dr. Cannell requested test scores from dl 50
gates. He found that 90% of the school districts and 70% of the students
across the country were "above the nationd average.”

The mediajumped on the findings and on nationdly normed tests, in
which students are compared with a nationd sample of studentstested in
the past to establish anorm that distributes scores across abell curve.
Because testing companies tend to recdibrate the scoring only every five,
SX, or seven years, sudents tend to score better each year in theinterim
because their teachers get to know the questions and prepare the students
for them. Eventudly there emerges a Stuation Smilar to that in writer
Garrison Kelllor'sfictiond hometown, Lake Wobegon, "where dl the
women are srong, al the men are good looking, and dl of the children are
aboveaverage.”



Although based primarily uponafaulty understanding of standardized testing and the
interpretation of norm-referenced scores, the conclusions drawn from the Cannell study
(in conjunction with the findings of subsequent studies on teachers and testing) did
heighten awareness that teachers “teach to thetest.” In one sense, this can be interpreted
as teaching directly to the content of the items included on a standardized test
administered repegtedly year after year. In another sense, the phrase “teaching to the
test” refersto the influence that the content and format have on teachers and students. As
Wiggins (1993) explains.

Teststeach. Their form and their content teach the student [and teacher]
what kinds of chalenges adults (seem to) vaue. If we keep testing for
what is easy and uncontroversd, as we now do, we will midead the
Sudent asto what work is of most value. Thisis the shortcoming of
amog dl date testing programs. Generations of students and teachers
dike have fixated on the kinds of questions asked on the tests — to the
detriment of more complex and performance-based objectives that the
state cannot possibly test en masse. (p. 42)

One obvious question that emergesis why would state testing programs (i.e.,

sandardized tests) exert such a strong influence on the teaching and testing behaviors of
teachers — particularly a atime when the content of the tests was rdatively smple and

the stakes associated with those tests were relatively low. Part of the answer isthat in the
absence of statewide curriculum frameworks or standards, the content of the test becomes
the de facto state curriculum. A second part of the answer liesin the deep void that
exiged in teachers training in and understanding of assessment design and use
(Gullickson, 1985). AsWiggins (1993) describes

Testing that teaches what we ought to vaue is technicdly difficult, time-
consuming, and dependent upon the kinds of sophisticated task andys's
thet teachers have littletime for. Therein liesthe dilemma: few teechers
and school system can imagine what a comprehensive examining system
might look like— a system that gives each student many options for
assessment and that “tests’” the most complex aspects of performance and
production. (p. 42)

The problem of alack of statewide curriculum frameworks and standards evaporated as
states across the country began to develop and implement standards in response to state
reform efforts, a growing standards movement, and finaly, to meet the requirements of
Improving America s Act of 1994. (Concerns about the quality of those newly developed
standards are atopic for another day.) Unfortunately, there was no corresponding
seemingly “easy fix” to the assessment sSde of the problem.

Without an easy solution (or, in fact, any feasible solution) to improve teachers
assessment practices, the decison was made to change large- scale assessment — if you
can't beat them, join them. As commonly expressed, if it isagiven that teachers are
going to teach to the test, we will give them atest worthteaching to. Ultimately, growing



concerns about teaching to the test and alack of confidence in teachers' ability to assess
and evauate student performance combined to result in three mgor changesto large-
scae assessment: aheavy reliance on congtructed- response items, a shift from norm:
referenced to criterionreferenced test design and reporting, and a shift from an emphasis
on school-leve to an emphasis on student-leve results and census testing.

The cdl for an end to a reliance on multiple-choice tests and for more * authentic”
assessment of student performance resulted in severa changes in the content and format
of testsin the late 1980s and early 1990s such as

Direct writing assessment in severd states across the country,

Constructed- response items requiring student responses longer than one or
two sentences in states such as Kentucky and Maryland,

Statewide portfolio assessment in states such as Vermont and Kentucky, and
The birth of collaborative programs such as the New Standards Project and
CCSSO SCASS projects to develop new forms of assessments to measure
high standards. (Rothman, 1995)

In Maine, the Maine Educeationad Assessment evolved from an assessment based largely
on multiple-choice itemsin the mid- to late- 1980s, to an assessment based on 50%
mulltiple- choice and 50% constructed-response items in the early 1990s, to an assessment
based exclusvely on congtructed- response items by the mid-1990s.

The shift from norm-referenced to criterion-referenced testing and/or reporting of results
reflected the new emphasis on content standards (Carr and Harris, 2001). In Kentucky,
the shift was complete as results on the new statewide assessment, the Kentucky
Ingtructiona Results Information System (KIRIS) were reported soldly in terms of newly
established performance levels. On NAEP, descriptions of student performance at
various levels of proficiency based on scaled scores (e.g., 300, 350, 400) were replaced
by reports of the percentage of students at or above performance standards of Basic,
Proficient, and Advanced.

The emphasis on accountability for al and high standards for dl combined with alack of
confidence in schools and teachers to assess students resulted in large- scal e assessments
becoming the primary vehicle to assess dl sudentsin the state at selected grade levels.
At least once during dementary school, middle school, and high schoal, dl sudents were
to be measured againgt state standards via the statewide assessment. More than the shift
to constructed-response items or criterionreferenced tests and reports, it isthis changein
the focus of large-sca e assessments that most impacts the discussion of the future of
large-scale assessment as will be discussed in parts 2 and 3 of this paper.

In addition to the obvious impact on the content of the tests, the emphasis on student-
level results and the shift from tests condsting exclusively of multiple-choice itemsto
tests containing significant numbers of congtructed-response items had profound effects
on large-scae assessment in terms of codt, testing time, and technica complexity. In
terms of cog, it was not uncommon for statewide assessment programs to experience



500% to 1000% increases in annud cost (dthough statewide assessment programs still
represent a very smal portion of the education budget in mogt states). Testing time
increased dramaticaly as students required additiona time to respond to constructed-
regponse items as well as more demanding multiple-choiceitems. Regarding technica
complexity, there are issues that did not redly exist asfew as 20 years ago in areas such
as scoring congtructed- response items, combining scores from different item types,
linking (or equating) test results across years based on rlaively smal pools of available
items, and setting performance standards that must now be resolved in the midst of
increasingly higher stakes for students and schools.

In summary, the current state of large- scale assessment in public education evolved in
response to a perceived need. In large part, large- scale assessment expanded to fill the
assessment and accountability void left by classroom and local assessment. Filling that
void with credible results from loca assessment systems will be a critical component in
dtering the role of large- scae assessment in public education.

Part 2. The Role of L arge-Scale Assessment

In the previous section, two primary roles of current large-scale assessment were
described — modding and accountability. Accountability can be subdivided into the
digtinct categories of school accountability and student accountability. In no particular
order, large-scale assessments are used:

To serve as modds of effective assessment practices for teachers and students.
That is, to teach how to test (Wiggins, 1993)

Schoal accountability: To gauge the success of schools and school systemsin
order to hold educators accountable for student attainment of educationa results
(Landau, 1999).

Student accountability: To measure the achievement of individua studentsto
better inform ingtruction for students and/or to ensure that students possess an
agreed upon set of knowledge and skills prior to promotion or graduation.

The primary question to be addressed in this question is what should be therole of large-
scale assessment in public education. “Should”, of course, is a complicated word full of
twigsand turns. Defining what “ought to be’ is aways more complex than defining

what “can be’ (e.g., due to consderations of cost, capacity, or technica limitations) or
what “must be’ (e.g., due to the requirements of NCLB). Therefore, let’s begin with two
dightly less complex questions. Isthe current role of large- scale assessment appropriate?
Is the current use of large- scale assessment the most effective and efficient use of large-
scale assessment?

Previoudy, for the purposes of this paper, large- scale assessment was defined as
statewide assessment. In one respect, therefore, the determining appropriateness of the
role of large-scale assessment in public education involves defining the role of the Satein
public education. Therole of large- scale assessment should be consistent, if possible,
with the role of the date. At the very least, the two should not be in conflict.



Public education is one of the few areas that most people agree that the state must play a
ggnificant role— other areas being hedth, security, maintaining an infrastructure, and
governance. Reaching consensus on what the role of the state should be in public
education, however, is not dways asmpletask. In New Hampshire, where the
percentage of date aid to education is higtorically among the lowest in the nation, amgor
focus of a school funding lawsuit that consumed the state for alarge portion of the 1990s
(i.e., Claremont v. Merrill) was defining the role of the state in providing an adequate
education to al students. In that case, the primary source document was the Sate
condtitution. Unfortunately, the state condtitution offered no direct comment on large-
scale assessment.

In January 2000, the Massachusetts Board of Education held an unorthodox meeting in
which the members of the Board engaged in conversation about the role of the state and
the role of the Board of Education in public education (Massachusetts Board of
Education, 2000). At the end of the day, the Board identified two critica areasthat
defined the role of the state Board in accomplishing the overal god of raisng student
achievement: accountability and creating effective schools. Within those two aress,
however, there was a keen interest in finding the baance between state control and loca
control.

Under cresating effective schools, for example, there was generd agreement that a major
component in cregting effective schools was loca autonomy and strong local leadership
within the school and community. Thisis consstent with the literature on effective
schools and is aso cong stent with the Massachusetts Education Reform Law of 1993.
(Eiseman, 2003; Tappan, 2003) As the following two quotes from the conversation
demondtrate, however, the key isfinding the balance between local autonomy and
fulfilling the sat€ s respongibility to public education:

Now, thisraises one of the underlying questions which we haven't directly
addressed: What' s the right balance between encouraging arestructuring
of schools and encouraging development of leaders within schools while
a the same time not running the schools?

...Thereisarole to be played in doing research and communicating the
results of that research, especidly around effective schools. Thereésalot
of that out there. 1’'m not sure we need to reinvent this. Maybe alot of
thisisjust communication rather than origina research. But ther€ sthat
component. But then there' sthis other piece which is somehow cregting
enough flexibility within the sysem to dl people to actudly implement

the kinds of changes and best practices that we are advocating or
suggesting might be agood fit. Thisisthe thing that is the mogt difficult
nut for usto crack. It isultimately apolicy issue which may or may not be
within the reim of the Board' s authority to do much about other than to
take a pogtion on.



On theissue of accountability the Board expressed asimilar need to define the
limits of the sate' srole:

On the accountability piece, | think there would at least be two
subcategories. Oneismeasuring. How do you know that you're
achieving? And the other is What do you do when schools aren't
achieving? ...We€'re going to start to identify those schools that are low
performing. We are going to have review panels looking a those schools,
...Some schools are going to pop up when the response from the review
folksis Thisschool isintrouble” Which throws back to the Department
and the Board the quegtion: What are you going to do about it? ... And
while many of these things are very case-specific, there are some generd
issues that we need to art talking about in terms of parameters, the kinds
of interventions that we ought to be taking, and where the Department and
Board' sroles begin and end.

These excerpts from the Board' s conversation portray a state role in public education that
is based largely on communicating best practices, monitoring, and auditing (in addition to
providing the resources for schools to succeed). Even within the maze of state and
federa regulations, the day-to-day control of the school, its operations, and its success or
falureis gill amatter of loca control and authority.  Under such a system, the primary
function of large-scale assessment isclear. Therole of large-scae assessment is
accountability — to provide the state with information on whether loca districts and
schools are meeting their achievement gods. It isimportant to note that the emphasis
here is on auditing the performance of locd didtricts and schools; not on auditing the
performance of individua students. As evidenced by NCLB, however, auditing the
performance of digtricts and schools requires auditing the performance of dl significant
subgroups of students within those digtricts and schools. Although many of those
subgroups may be very smdl within individud digtricts or schools, monitoring or

auditing the performance of subgroupsis gill aconceptudly digtinct task from

monitoring the performance of individud students.

When the role of the assessment is defined then it is possible to direct atention to the
design of the assessment — form follows function. An assessment designed for
accountability may look quite different than an assessment designed to modd effective
classroom assessment and ingruction. It isthistype of distinction that former Assstant
Secretary of Education Susan Neumann expressed when she caled for satesto consider
areturn to tests based largely on multiple-choice items (keynote address to the 2002
CCSSO Large-Scae Assessment Conference). Such an instrument would not be
intended to be atest that taught to paraphrase Wiggins.

Of course, whether a state intends the test to teach and whether the test doesteach
teachers and students are two distinct issues. During the 1970s and 1980sit is probably
safe to conclude that it was not the intent of the state for multiple-choice tests to become
the driving force in locd indruction and assessment. The key question is what factors
would make the dynamics between large-scale assessment and loca assessment and
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ingruction different thistime around. That isthe question that will be addressed in part 3
of this paper.

Asatrangtion to part 3, however, let’s briefly address the second question posed at the
beginning of this section: Isthe current use of large-scale assessment the most effective
and efficient use of large-scale assessment? The question can be considered with
reference to the three uses of large- scale assessment described previoudy:  school
accountability, student accountability, and modding effective assessment.

In terms of school accountability, the answer clearly isyes— school accountability isan
effective and efficient use of large-scae assessment. Many of the large-scae
asessments in place today were desgned primarily as instruments to monitor school
achievement. Additiondly, school accountability is arguably one of the fundamenta
roles of the state in public education.

The appropriateness of the use of large-scale assessment for student accountability is not
asclear-cut. Asavehicdeto certify individud student’sleve of knowledge and skills on
awdl-defined body of sandards (e.g., as a graduation requirement or exit exam), alarge-
scale assessment can be an efficient tool to separate those students who clearly possess
the necessary knowledge and skills from those who clearly do not. Aswith any gross
measuring device, however, it may not be the best dternative to meke fine diginctions
among students near the borderline. Consequently, such uses of large-scae assessment
inevitably require multiple opportunities for measurement as well as a process to apped
decisions based on the assessment. Asatool to provide feedback and inform ingtruction
for individua students, however, large-scae assessment iswholly inadequate. Most
importantly, large-scae assessment is externad and comprehensive. Consequently, it is
neither embedded within ingruction (i.e., administered at a proper time during the
ingtruction-assessment loop) nor can it provide immediate, timely feedback that isan
essentia component of effective student assessment (Good & Grouws, 1979; Kulik and
Kulik, 1979). Note that effortsto provide immediate results of large-scae assessments
through the use of computers and other technology do not directly address the issue of
immediate feedback to impact and improve ingtruction.

Asatool for modding (and promoting) effective classroom ingtruction and assessment
practices, large-scde assessments gppear to continue to function effectivey. A multi-
year sudy conducted by the National Board on Educationd Testing and Public Policy
found that large-scale assessments influence teachers' instruction and assessment
practices both postively and negatively. Among the pogitive effects cited were®... a
renewed emphads on writing, critica thinking skills, discusson, and explanation.” (i.e,
the types of skillsthat the tests were redesigned to promote). Additiondly, the report
indicated that the findings suggest the effects on ingtruction and assessment practice (both
positive and negative) increase as the stakes associated with the large-scale assessment
increase. (Clarke et d., 2003). Aswill be discussed in the following section, however, it
isnot clear whether the link between the large-scae test and classroom
ingtruction/assessment isinevitable, desirable, or necessary.
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Pat 3: A Comprehensive Assessment System

Carr and Harris (2001) describe and advocate for a comprehensive assessment system to
drive ingruction at the local level. The comprehensive assessment system draws on data
from the sate/nationd levd, the locd leve, and the classroom leve to &) improve
education, b) determine success, and ¢) provide feedback to relevant stakeholders (e.g.,
students, teachers, policy makers, the community). In such a dynamic assessment

system, the role of the state/nationa assessment and its influence on daily classroom life
would automaticaly be diminished. At the heart of the system, of course, isthe given

that quality assessment information is being generated at dl levels.

When the large-scd e assessment community (i.e., testing companies and states) adopted
the ‘let’ s give them a test worth teaching to’ attitude in the late 1980s and early 1990s
there was avoid driving teechers predilection for mimicking sandardized tests. The
first component of the void was the absence of established curriculum frameworks or
learning standards. The second component was the absence of any knowledge or
understanding of the principles and methods of assessment. As discussed & the
concluson of part 1, the shift from multiple- choice tests to more *authentic’ or
‘classroom-friendly’ item types was not designed to address the causes of the void or to
fill the abyss— both tasks that would require considerable time and effort beyond the
scope of the assessment community. The shift was more of atemporary patch or short-
term solution.

Now, it has been twenty years snce the publication of A Nation at Risk, gpproximately
fifteen years since the publication of the findings of Canndll and related sudies, and

nearly a decade since the passage of the Improving America s Schools Act of 1994. One
guestion to address, therefore, is whether there has been any change in the underlying
causes of the problem of teachers teaching to the test.

On the surface, there appears to have been considerable progress in the area of states
edtablishing curriculum frameworks and learning standards. Across the country, virtudly
al gates have established standards that serve as an explicitly mandated curriculum, an
implicitly mandated curriculum, or at least amodd curriculum for dl schools. Clarke et
al. (2003) report two main effects and an additiona percelved benefit of the development
and implementation of state curriculum frameworks in Massachusetts:

Thelinking of digtrict- and school-leve curricula to the state standards,

The redefining of classroom work in response to the standards, and

Curriculum spirding — the vertica aignment of curricula across grade levels,
To the extent that the Sates’ large-sca e assessments are digned with the curriculum
standards (e.g., adequately sample the breadth and depth of the standards), the need and
desireto teach to the test will be diminished. At the very least, the difference between
teaching to the standards and teaching to the test should become less digtinct. Even when
there is no digtinction, however, it may be a considerable period of time before the public,
teachers, or even state departments of education make the cognitive shift from afocus on
the test to afocus on the standards. Old habits are hard to bresk.
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Unfortunatdy, thereislittle evidence of a sea change in classroom teachers' leve of
understanding of assessment and use of effective assessment practices in the classroom.
At an end-of-millenium symposium sponsored by the Nationad Council on Measurement
in Education (NCME), Richard Stiggins reported “the state of classroom assessment
affarsisdismd. If hasbeen so for decades. Asaresult, harm has been and is being
done to students, and | believe the time has come for that to end.” (Stiggins, 2001).

However, there are some pockets of encouragement:

McMillan (2001), in astudy of Virginia secondary teachers classroom assessment
practlca found the following in relation to teachers assessment use:
Essay-type questions are used only dightly less frequently than objective
tests,
Thereis considerable use of student projects and performance assessments,
Assessments measure understanding the most, adthough therewas dso a
strong emphasis on assessments that measure both reasoning and application,
Assessments that measure recall were used the leadt, dthough they are il
used quite a bit.
Thereis greater reliance on teacher-developed instruments and very little
reliance on assessments provided by publishers.
As McMillan noted, it is dso worthwhile to note that this study was conducted in a
state that, with the exception of a direct writing assessment, relies exclusively on
multiple-choice tests for its statewide assessment.

At aworkshop on bridging the gap between classroom and large-scale assessment
sponsored by the National Research Council, Eva Baker presented a description of
“model- based assessment” currently being tested in the Los Angeles Unified School
Didrict. Baker presented five reasons why some schools are successful in using
assessment knowledge:

A focus on learning (students and adults)

Congtant use of appropriate information (forma and informal)

Focus on feedback and change

Public display and exchange

Community pride in outcomes of students and place. (Baker, 2003)
Baker a0 lists ‘ congruence or peace with externa mandates' as a cortext for success
of knowledge-based reform.

The state of Maine has designed a statewide assessment system that attempts to strike
a baance between traditiona large-scae assessment and strong local/classroom
assessment. At the heart of the system is a Comprehensive Loca Assessment System
to be developed by each school unit (i.e., digtrict) within the state. Following
assessment standards incorporated into state regulations, and assessment devel opment
guidelines issued by the Department of Education, each district must develop an
assessment system to measure student and school achievement of the standards
contained in Main€ s Learning Results a the dementary, middle, and high school
levels. Corresponding to the grade spans at each of those levels (i.e., grades 4, 8, and
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11) the gate will continue to administer the large-scale Maine Educationa
Assessment to students statewide. The state will support the efforts of the local
digtricts through professiona development, management tools, and by providing
mode assessmentsthat local digtricts can incorporate into their own systems.

Notwithstanding the gloomy history of classroom assessment, Stiggins (2001)
recommended five actions to give hope to a brighter future for the use of classroom
assessment.

1. Rethink our beliefs— develop assessment practices that deliver accurate
information into sudents hands in atimely and understandable manner.

2. Takeaninternaiond perspective— (@) ensure that teachers are skilled assessors of
student learning, (b) increase funding for professiona development, (c) reduce
obstacles, especidly the influence of externd tedts, that dominate teachers work.

3. Advocate baance in assessment — no single assessment can meet dl needs, ensure

the qudity of both classroom and standardized assessment.

Learn about classrooms — understand the classroom assessment context

Team up with faculties of teacher education — typicaly teachers are not trained to

do assessment-related activities well.

o s

There are anumber of commondities among the modd advocated by Carr and Harris, the
examples provided above and Stiggins action items. Among those are the following:

a)

b)

d)

a baanced assessment approach in which there is congruence among the results of the
locd and large-scale assessment. When classroom, local, and large- scale assessments
are aligned with the same content and performance standards, and quality assessment
exigsa dl levds, the influence of the externd tests will diminish.

the importance of immediate, accurate feedback to nourish the ingtructionassessment
loop. That level of feedback can only occur with loca, curriculum-embedded
asessments. Large-scae assessment can never provide thislevel or type of feedback.

support and training to cultivate quaity assessment at the local level.  Asdiscussed
previoudy, the use of large-scae assessments as modd s for effective assessment
practices was at best a stopgap, not a permanent solution to improve teachers
assessment practices. The abyssin teachers assessment-related knowledge and
practices must be filled from the bottom up (i.e., through effective teacher education).
It is extremdly difficult to fill ahole from the top down.

materias to cultivate quaity assessment at thelocd level. A critica component to
the success of any efforts to enhance classroom assessment will be the availability of
quaity assessment materids. The state has arespongbility to provide these materids
in addition to their large- scale assessment. The state of Maine recognizesthisin their
gpproach to the implementation of their Local Assessment System program.
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Large-scale assessment is a a crossroad. With the focus on NCLB and its required large-
scade date tedts, the importance of large-scae assessment in K-12 public education has
never been greater. With the advent of emerging technologies that will facilitate large-
scae assessment adminigtration, scoring, and the reporting of assessment results, the
danger is greet that in the coming years we will travel so far down the large-scale
assessment road that it will be impaossible to strike the appropriate baance between
classroom, locd, and large- scal e assessment.

Large-scale assessment will never occupy its proper role in a comprehensive assessment
system until the other components of the system are established enough to provide

credible assessment information that is largely condgstent with the results of large-scale
assessment. That isnot to argue that classroom assessment results will be somehow
inferior to large-scale assessment results. Reather, the argument isthat in an ided system
there will be interna consstency among the various components.

As Stiggins (2001) notes, classroom assessment is till along way from providing quaity
information and/or gaining the required credibility to assumeitsrolein the

comprehendve assessment sysem. However, thetime is now to acknowledge that large-
scale assessment cannot fulfill al of our assessment needs and to direct our effortsto
striking the proper balance.
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