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Chapter 22
Per spectives on State Assessmentsin
California:
What You Release is What Teachers Get

ELIZABETH K. STAGE

In the 1970s, the California Legislature determined thdif@aia’s curricu-
lum was not well served by national standardized tests andlaged its own
testing program, the California Assessment Program (CRé&lklore gives sev-
eral rationales for this action: urban superintendentstechto conceal their
students’ low achievement, which would be revealed withgbblication of
national norms; consciousness that the California pojpulatas more diverse
than the U.S. population; or awareness that California's@ulum differed from
the national composite used for national tests.

California has had state-wide frameworks to guide disticticula for many
years. This story begins with the 1980 addendum to the 1@rbework [Cali-
fornia 1982], a small volume that declared “problem solVitagbe the umbrella
for all of the framework’s curricular strands (number, digge geometry, statis-
tics, etc.). The task for CAP was to provide the state andiclistwith infor-
mation about performance on these strands. It used matriplgay and item
response theory to provide detailed analysis, on the bésikioh instructional
improvements could be made. CAP was not designed to yieldihl student
scores; these could continue to come from standardizesl $esthat parents,
teachers, principals, and superintendents could answejubstion, “How does
this student, this class, this school, or this district Istag in comparison with
national norms?”

CAP was designed to provide scores on mathematical togiosetl matrix
sampling to make sure that enough kids took items such aslémmnamber
division” or “similar figures” to yield a reliable and validcere. That meant
that people could see quite obviously that scores on the beuhrcomponent
of the exam were relatively good, while other strands hadkvpesformances.
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This was similar to California results on the National Assasnt of Educational
Progress and many other measures. But, CAP showed infomettithat level
of detail for districts and schools, as well for the state aghale. That way
teachers could focus on areas of poor performance becaggavtire getting
information in a form they could use. “I can work on divisiorhat is something
that | can target.”

The way in which | entered this conversation was with respeajender
differences. The pattern of CAP results, performance onntimaber strand
that was strong relative to performance on the other stramds even more
pronounced for girls. (There wasn't very good tracking dfnét data at the
time.) Professional development programs like EQUALS atlthwrence Hall
of Science focused attention on giving girls opportunitiedearn geometry.
Over time, the gap narrowed. In Lee Shulman’s formulatioAPQvas a low-
stakes, high-yield assessment. CAP yielded informatiahtdachers could use
to target instruction.

Work through this item before you read further.

A piece of cardboard shaped like an equilateral tri-
angle with a side 6 cm is rolled to the right a number
of times.

If the triangle stops so that the letter T is again in
the upright position, which one of the following dis-
T tances could it have rolled?

a.24cm b.60cm c¢.30cm d.90cm

A typical multiple-choice item on most standardized testsliotted a re-
sponse time of 45 seconds to a maximum of 1 minute. The itewealsatego-
rized “extended multiple choice,” was allotted as much asiiutes because,
at the time, in 1988, it was unconventional and it requirechesdhought. In
other words, it doesn't say, “What's the perimeter of thartgle?” and “Which
one of the numbers is divisible by 187?,” both of which suggaxiroaches to
solving the problem. Another strategy is to mentally imagime triangle rolling
over, “Cabump, cabump, cabump, 18; cabump, cabump, cal@6fyntil you
get a match with one of the possible answers. Because CAPomastikes,
its designers could fool around with format and use the ipleftchoice format
more creatively. The idea was not to sort children, for whictpeeded format
is very helpful. If you want to sort people, make them run aeratyou want
to see if kids can “do it,” them give them adequate time to 1o i

At the same time, CAP had introduced something called “Ditessessment
of Writing.” Instead of asking where the comma goes in a se#gwhich can



22. PERSPECTIVES ON STATE ASSESSMENTS IN CALIFORNIA 359

be done in a multiple-choice format, or about subject-vepeaments, the CAP
test made students write — which was amazing and revolutyaxtghe time. In
response, teachers started to ask students to write, U@rgeven CAP genres
(persuasive, expository, etc.). And, student writing ioved.

One could argue that the professional development proglitsm&QUALS
or the California Writing Project (which was behind the dirassessment of
writing) contributed to improved student performance. @ could argue that
CAP scores improved due to a variety of other factors suckmdifrity with
the test, better instructional materials, improved niotmitetc. Whether the fo-
cus for teachers on the CAP released items caused the inmpeoweannot be
determined, but the fact is that many students spent caasilgetime improving
their responses to tasks of this sort. That was not a bad wahdm to spend
their time.

The mathematics community was envious of what was takingeptawriting
and tried to take advantage of their success. We embracedttreded multiple-
choice items and used them in our workshops with teachetsbdhind the
scenes we said to the CAP folks, “We'd really like to see howcae push the
limits.”

One of my favorite items from this era was this:

James knows that half of the students from his high schoa aetepted to
the public university nearby, half were accepted to thellpgaate college.
He thinks this adds up to 100% so he’'ll surely be accepted atoorthe
other. Explain why James might be wrong.

One can determine from the context that this was a high-s$dtern, though
the mathematics is clearly elementary. Therefore, it waazamy how many
students proved that James was correct. The vast majotibeaftudents wrote
“one half plus one half equals one, which is the same as 10@%én this result
was reported, even though it was an experimental item amdtdiount for any-
thing official, the teachers whose students had been haggiling probabilities
without regard for context were horrified. And, assuming girablems like this
would, once scoring issues were sorted out, count in thdalfissessment, they
started to give students problems like this to solve. Thasdgssessments can
have a beneficial curricular impact.

The extended multiple-choice items, like the triangle oy and cons-
tructed-response items, like James being accepted agjepliere released in a
California Department of Education publication callddQuestion of Thinking
[California 1989]. This was presented as simply a collectid problems that
teachers might want to try — like CAP, low stakes, high yield.
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Around the same time, the California Mathematics Coundi(T; the state
affiliate of the National Council of Teachers of MathemgtipablishedAlter-
native Assessment in Mathemati&enmark 1989]. It showcased items from
CAP, the Shell Centre, and other sources. Some 30,000 capresdistributed
to CMC members, at conferences, and through other professi@tworks of
teachers. This teacher-to-teacher communication, disikaying, “Look at
all these cool ways that we can find out what is going on in ouldEn’s
mathematical thinking,” was —again — low (in fact, no) stakikigh yield.

California seems to prefer the rollercoaster model of etimeal policy. In the
1980s, under State Superintendent Bill Honig, the cummicuirameworks called
for more authentic, extended work in every discipline. Imliidn to reading
and writing in English Language Arts and problem solving iathematics, the
frameworks called for hands-on experimentation in sciearue working with
primary source documents in history.

According to Honig, CAP had intentionally been designed dswalevel
assessment because the state’'s urban superintendentdveanteasure that
wouldn’t show much differentiation. Honig used the bullylgitiof the state
superintendency to get those urban superintendents tdagert fact, using a
low-level test perpetuated inequity; he argued that thehad to be ratcheted
up to test what was really valued in order to expose the mag@iof current in-
equities. The revised state testing program, the Califdrearning Assessment
System (CLAS), was designed to use the new item types, exdendlltiple-
choice and constructed response, in addition to multiplEee items, to assess
the more demanding curricular goals that could not be asdestequately with
multiple-choice items.

Unfortunately, CLAS backfired. Tests that, like CLAS, usengtoucted-
response formats depend on the training of the scorers. eltUtiited States,
teachers score only one large-scale test, the New York Sgents’ exams.
The Advanced Placement exams involve only a small groupitef tdachers.
Thus, the vast majority of California teachers had no expee evaluating
constructed-response items outside of their own classsoom

Teaching anybody to score with a rubric rather than their petsonal stan-
dards or judgment is hard work. There is a whole technologyd&e sure that
the scores are accurate, including scorer training andfigadibn procedures,
table leaders and room leaders, and read-behinds. Ingt#iiat technology and
training the leadership in that technology takes time; thestant monitoring of
scorers’ accuracy is a major culture change for teachersamhaccustomed to
grading papers in isolation.

Where would a California education story be if it didn't haseme poli-
tics? The CLAS program was initially intended to be just &AP, designed to



22. PERSPECTIVES ON STATE ASSESSMENTS IN CALIFORNIA 361

give curricular information to schools, districts, and #iate. Midstream, the
governor ordered the program to produce individual studeotes. The teach-
ers union had been arguing for individual student scoreshemptemise that,
in exchange for the students’ time, you owed them scores emssessment.
Because the time for constructed-response items excebddihe needed for
the multiple-choice tests, the union’s increased demamdmflividual student
scores dovetailed nicely with the governor’s increaseer@dt in accountability.
Unfortunately, neither the governor nor the union undem$ta psychometric
rule of thumb: You need 30 or more data points to get a religblze. If
your goal is to get the score at the school level, you can getdbdata points
about lots of subscores. If your goal is an individual studsore and you
don’t have unlimited testing time, then you have to narroevdlomain of what
you test in order to get a reliable and valid score. A testwest designed for
one purpose — school-level scores—was asked suddenlyfith fudlifferent
purpose: individual student scores. It didn't have thetrigsign to accomplish
the new purpose and the technology for the scoring wasnitojetst enough to
assign accurate scores to individual students.

To add insult to injury, the CLAS writing assessment askedestts to write
a brief essay based on their reading of a passage written iog Xalker in
which the protagonist wondered whether or not to get marribéspite the
lack of personal freedom that she would experience in a ceatbee religious
tradition, she decided to go ahead with the marriage forake sf her children.
The excerpt was published in trange County Registemnd the Eagle Forum
became unglued: “Questioning marriage is not an appreptagic for eighth
graders!” (This was despite the fact that the protagonisideéel to get married.)

The governor had a huge political problem. He used a psyctrmmaegument
concerning the accuracy of the prematurely released uhaiVi scores as an
excuse for not defending CLAS. Bill Honig, the reform supggndent who had
set the more demanding frameworks and assessments in mbédrstepped
on the toes of the State Board of Education by getting ahedldenfi, and he
had been indicted for the appearance of conflict of inteissthe was in no
position to defend CLAS. Without further ado and with noaatl discussion
whatsoever, CLAS went down in flames.

When CLAS was in place, just as with the Direct Assessment ofiivy,
teachers were giving students opportunities to constesganses to challeng-
ing questions in mathematics, science, and social stuéi@esmany students,
particularly for some of our most neglected students, it thasfirst time any-
body ever asked them, “What do you think?” (I think that gigests the most
profound assessment of a classroom; if you visit a classrandhdon’t hear
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someone say to someone else, “What do you think?” in a whaksgberiod,
then those students are being shortchanged.)

Because of the political debacle, Governor Wilson, throhighState Board
of Education, asked the superintendent, “What shall we sdbestate test?”
Ninety percent of the local districts were using McGrawlBliICTB at that
time. The state superintendent (a Democrat) recommend&] §&Jthe gov-
ernor (a Republican) picked the Harcourt Assessment'sf@tchievement
Test, Ninth edition (SAT 9), making lots of people in San Aritg Texas very
happy.

Hardly anybody knows that Harcourt, Riverside Publishiaggd McGraw-
Hill produce practice exams that show the format of the itéoisnot the level
of difficulty or the range of mathematics that is assessedeyTdon’'t show
the differences between what they call “skill problems,bricept problems,”
and “problem-solving problems.” Because teachers dorohkwhat's on the
test and it doesn't get released, they drill on arithmetifatTis all they can
be certain will be on the test. That is what they practice dmedstores go up
because practice pays off.

Using the SAT 9 was only an interim solution, because it wasligned with
California standards, so the plan was to add Californiadsteds items gradually
to the test. There is a blueprint of the test available thatvsthow many items
will be on which standards. But, in 2004, at the time of the M&8&sessment
conference, there were no released items available, sbeesabad to imagine
what they might look like.

An interesting note is that after three years of adminisge@alifornia Stan-
dards Tests in mathematics, released items were postedtlye@€alifornia
2006]. There are 65 items on the fifth grade test: 17 abouttipes on fractions
and decimals, 17 about algebra and functions. An intei@gtxample of the
latter is:

What value forz makes this equation true?
8x37=(8x%x30)+ (8xz)

A 7 B. 8 C. 30 D. 37

A student might recognize the equation as an instance ofigfiebditive prop-
erty. Or, the student might try the answer choices to seehwignber makes
the equation true.

Until recently, the only clue that teachers had at theiragphto predict what
would be on the test was the “key standards.” Respondingitialineactions
to the mathematics standards, that there were too manystapicdhe list to
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teach in depth, about half of the standards were identifiétkes standards.
The test blueprint was designed so that 80% of the test agisiethese key
standards. When school districts developed pacing plaistvered only the
key standards, the percentage was dropped to 70% to eneoteaghers to
teach all of the standards. Key standards-only pacing plensist in at least
one large California district.

Released items from California state assessments, to téwetétat they have
been available, have been more influential than the stasdafdameworks that
they are supposed to exemplify. It's not what the framewarétandards say or
intend. Itis the teachers’ perceptions of what counts tfiatéthe students the
opportunity to learn.
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