WUSD – Making Sense of Assessment
Factors that impact student performance on large scale standardized tests

Common variables cited for explaining student performance on any large scale test anywhere:

Reading ability, parental involvement, student disability, assessment anxiety, poor assessment instrument (confusing questions, unclear instructions, etc.), socioeconomic status, validity:  use of assessment results (measuring what you think you’re measuring), test item bias, parent level of education, assessment linked to instruction, teaching techniques, personal factors (illness, motivation, etc.), environmental factors (distractions, ambient conditions, etc.).

As you can see, there are a myriad of variables that factor into student performance on large scale standardized tests.  Any or all might explain student performance in Watertown.

Our challenge is to make large scale, standardized tests as instructionally useful as possible not to keep pace in a status race with other districts involving variables that we do not control.

Devoting our time and energy to a test results “status race” with other districts is counterproductive to the service of teaching.  We do not “race” with any other variable associated with schooling (pupil/staff ratio, cost per pupil, student honors, facilities, materials, curriculum, etc.).  Rather, our energy is devoted to improving our knowledge about the instruction of unique groups of students.  With this in mind, it’s important to understand that results from one year to the next can not be expressed in terms of improvement, or lack thereof, because results refer to a unique cohort group.  To say that a school “improved” might apply to measures of external accountability in purely numerical terms, but that information is not instructionally useful if we’re interested in addressing instruction for the group that recently took the test.

Can low test scores be anticipated and students prepared accordingly?

Additional assessment (not necessarily testing) is the best way to gauge student performance on tests, performance assessments, and other methods of measuring student achievement.  Devoting additional instructional time to get ready for the WKCE-CRT is exactly what schools should NOT be doing.  If, in theory, the test is designed to measure how well students understand concepts from the curriculum, it is most sensible to spend time in the act of teaching and learning the curriculum, particularly if instruction is aligned with Wisconsin Model Academic Standards, as the WKCE-CRT is.  The test items change from year to year.  As for what, specifically, students would be “preparing” by taking more tests is not clear.  It would be highly questionable to prepare to answer a specific question that a high percentage of students answered incorrectly the year before when the likelihood of that question reappearing on the exam is low.  Also, time spent addressing a specific item might not apply to a group preparing to take the WKCE-CRT or other assessment.  Additionally, it is improper, if not illegal, to manipulate past versions of the test for preparatory purposes.

How do student test scores compare over time?
The Wisconsin DPI maintains a site devoted to providing information on school performance on large scale assessments.  The site is located at http://www.dpi.state.wi.us/sig/index.html.  Please keep in mind that comparisons to any year prior to 03-04 are invalid because proficiency cut scores changed to reflect additional aligned items at 4th, 8th, and 10th grades.  

Why we are cautious about using large scale assessments to rate school or teacher performance

1.
Some large scale tests are meant to rank students by creating what’s known as score spread so that one student’s performance falls along a continuum of scores of other students.  For rankings to be meaningful, some students will have to perform poorly.  Even though the test scores are criterion-referenced, results still ensure that students fall in all places along the normal (bell) curve because, essentially, the criterion for performance of an 8th grader on the math test, for example, is based on what 8th grade math teachers believed was normal performance when the benchmarking process was established.  When tests are re-normed after three or four years, questions that appear either too hard or too easy (based on a sample of test results) are removed from the test.  Therefore, when a teacher or school has reached a point where most students would perform well on the test, it is very likely that the tests will change.

2.
Cohort members change every year.  The change in the WUSD cohort at 8th grade from the time the group took the WKCE in 4th grade is a relevant consideration when attempting to plot growth.  In 10th grade, there are approximately 150 additional students who were not in the school system in 8th grade.  Scale scores can be used to calculate the percentage of an individual student’s score to that of the mean of the state norm group.  We would then be able to determine, over time, whether a student “closes or broadens the gap” on the mean score of the state group.  

3. The tests more likely measure the knowledge that a student comes to school with, rather than what they learned in school.  How?  The test creator and classroom teacher are different individuals often with a different interpretation of the Model Academic Standards and how to assess them.  Imagine the challenge that a student is faced with when taking a test that was written by individuals who know nothing about the student, the teacher, the curriculum, instructional strategies that work with a unique group of students, remediation needs, pacing, etc.?  Why, then, would we believe that judging teacher or school performance should rest solely on these results?  Imagine employees being evaluated by an anonymous third party, who does not know the people he or she is rating, who visits a workplace for a day and bases judgment of employees only on what he/she sees on that single day?  Evaluating workers this way is not different than reading the sports page and concluding that the player who scored the fewest points in a particular basketball game must be the worst player on the team.  This approach to evaluation doesn’t make sense in many instances, and should not be considered a sound approach to judging teachers and schools.
4.
Students are assessed every day, both formally and informally.  These assessments provide very useful information about whether a student understands and is mastering instructional goals.  Some of these assessments take the form of a written test.  Many others take the form of performance assessments, essays, observations, discussions, portfolio assessment, guided instruction, simulations, demonstrations, collaborative activities, etc.  Each of these techniques is valuable as they often provide a teacher with more reliable information about student performance than a test that is administered at a single point in time.

5.
NCLB and the 95% participation rate for all subgroups is a noble goal, but there remains a significant group of kids for which this, or any academic standards-based assessment is simply not appropriate.  In addition, the law only allows for a number equivalent to 1% of the total school enrollment of all students with significant special needs to reach a proficiency level of proficient or advanced on what’s called an Alternate Assessment.  All other students in this subgroup can achieve no higher than basic or minimal.  Because the results from special populations are included into a school’s AYP performance levels, schools with a relatively high number of students with special needs taking the test face an additional challenge because those schools can only reach a certain level of success with these students under the law.  At the same time, all subgroups must eventually reach the goal of 100% proficient and advanced.  About 1 in 5 students in the WUSD has a special educational need.

What should we focus on?
One major way in which Watertown is addressing the goal of improved student achievement is through a greater focus on assessing writing; particularly technical writing.  Well conceived written samples exhibit strong critical thinking and communication skills that transcend many areas of the curriculum and other indicators of student performance, including tests.  It’s no coincidence that a significant portion of our staff development program in recent years has been devoted to the use of writing rubrics to teach and assess student written work and to provide specific feedback to students about skills they should work to improve upon.  Incidentally, there is a research based link between improved student writing and improved scores on large scale standardized tests.  
It is preferable that we focus on instructional methods that promote critical thinking, problem solving, and communication/collaboration skills in students that also, along the way, might satisfy those for whom a raised test score is of primary importance.  The proliferation of laptops at a 1:1 ratio in Watertown is not a technology initiative as much as it is a Problem and Project Based Learning initiative that promotes critical thinking, communication, and problem solving that is assisted greatly by the access to information, tools, and ideas that the laptop makes possible.  

Focusing strictly on raising test scores by drilling and practicing or teaching to the test might raise test scores, but will very likely give an unreliable indication that students actually mastered a skill or concept.

*Resources that provide further insight into the appropriate use of test results

Pohpam, J. (2003).  Test Better, Teach Better.  The Instructional Role of Assessment.  ASCD.  Alexandria, VA.

Reeves, D. (2001).  101 Questions and Answers About Standards, Assessment, and Accountability.  Advanced Learning Press.  Denver, CO.

Video Series:  the Trouble with Testing (3 volume set) (2001).  Educational Television.  Columbia, SC.

*These resources are available to be checked out at the ESC.

