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CHARTING STARS: 
Pathways to Success 

 
Section 1:  Introduction 

 

 
The sixth annual report of the STARS Comprehensive Evaluation Project (CEP) is an 
independent evaluation of Nebraska’s School-based Teacher-led Assessment and Reporting 
System (STARS).  This study was approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the 
University of Nebraska-Lincoln (UNL) characterized by the highest level of integrity, with 
respect and equitable treatment for all persons involved in the study in order to maintain 
confidentiality and protect the privacy of participants in the study (Appendix A).  The CEP was 
originally contracted between the Nebraska Department of Education (NDE) and the University 
of Nebraska-Lincoln, College of Education and Human Sciences (CEHS) in 2001.  The CEP was 
supported jointly by the Nebraska Department of Education (NDE) and the College of Education 
and Human Sciences (CEHS).  Dr. Jody Isernhagen, Associate Professor, served as the Principal 
Investigator. Dr. Leon Dappen1, Associate Professor, and Dr. Shirley Mills, Assistant Professor, 
served as secondary investigators.  Jadi Miller, Principal, Everett Elementary, Lincoln Public 
Schools, conducted Study VI.  Dr. Al Steckelberg, Associate Professor, Teaching, Learning, and 
Teacher Education, CEHS, and Lan Li, Graduate Assistant, conducted Study VII.  Sue 
Anderson, Director of Professional Development, Educational Service Unit #3, conducted Study 
VIII, and Edward J. Bennett, Assistant Principal, Omaha Central High School, Omaha Public 
Schools, conducted the final study (IX). All researchers and members of the research team for 
the Comprehensive Evaluation Project are listed in Appendix B.  
1 Posthumous 
 

OVERVIEW 
Nebraska educators have ventured down new pathways unlike educators in other states in the 
nation.  After building their assessment literacy and data analysis skills, teachers are now honing 
their instructional skills to better meet the needs of Nebraska students.  In 2006-07, a new 
Nebraska-led Portfolio Peer Review Process was introduced with great success and provided 
many new opportunities for learning.  Throughout this process of evaluation, a growing number 
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of educators are finding new pathways that answer questions and provide new interventions to 
enable all students to excel.    
 

SUMMARY OF THE SIXTH-YEAR STUDY 
Over the past six years, the Nebraska School-based Teacher-led Assessment and Reporting 
System (STARS) has required Nebraska’s school districts to develop a local assessment system 
to measure student performance on local standards that equal or exceed the state standards.  Each 
year educators have continued to perfect the implementation of the STARS Process to better 
meet the needs of Nebraska’s students.  This process is designed to help educators build new 
connections between assessment, curriculum, and instruction and is intended to target 
appropriate interventions for students to ensure that they all meet with success.  Nine studies 
were conducted during the sixth year of the Comprehensive Evaluation Project. 
 

STUDY I:  Nebraska-led Portfolio Peer Review Process 
The first study (Study I) was an investigation of educator perceptions of the technical quality of 
their classroom assessments according to the requirements of the six quality criteria (Plake & 
Impara, 2000): 

• The assessments reflect the state/local standards. 
• Students have the opportunity to learn. 
• The assessments are free of bias and insensitive situations. 
• The assessments are at the appropriate level. 
• The assessments are reliably scored. 
• The assessment mastery levels are appropriately set. 

The investigation was conducted in conjunction with the new Nebraska-led Portfolio Peer 
Review Process, with quantitative data being collected before the external review for each 
district.  Qualitative data was collected after the actual Portfolio Peer Review in selected 
districts. 
 
The Portfolio Peer Review consisted of statewide teams with two appointed state-trained 
assessment experts visiting each school district within the state.  This visiting team read the 
previous district portfolio and the recommended changes for improvement from past years prior 
to visiting the district.  The visiting team then went to their assigned districts, reviewed evidence 
based on the six quality indicators, and provided formative feedback to the district.  A 
summative rating will appear on the State of the Schools Report in 2007.   
 

STUDY II:  Leader and Teacher Perceptions of STARS 
The second study (Study II) was conducted to identify and explore any similarities and/or 
differences between leader and teacher perceptions concerning the impact of STARS on district 
support, assessment literacy, use of data in classroom settings, leadership, instructional impact, 
and external support with the use of an online survey.  Qualitative interview data were also 
collected to extend the understanding of the survey findings.   
 

STUDY III:  2001-2006 Reading and Math Achievement 
The third study was a longitudinal achievement study (Study III) conducted in 2006-07 for the 
STARS Comprehensive Evaluation Project (CEP). District achievement scores for reading and 
math were compared on criterion-referenced and norm-referenced measures from 2001 through 
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2006.  District portfolio ratings for reading and math from 2001 through 2006 were also 
compared.   
 

STUDY IV:  2002-2006 Writing Achievement 
The fourth study (Study IV) was a longitudinal study that focused on writing achievement.  
District writing scores on the Nebraska Statewide Writing Assessment (NSWA) from 2002 
through 2006 were compared.   

 
STUDY V:  2001-2006 Achievement for Special Populations 

In study five (Study V), district reading, math, and writing scores for English Language Learners 
(ELL) and Special Education (SPED) students were compared on criterion-referenced measures 
from 2001-2006. 
 

STUDY VI:  Use of Data to Inform Decisions by Elementary Building Principals 
In study six (Study VI), Nebraska Elementary Principals completed an online survey to 
determine their use of data to support decision making.   
 

STUDY VII:  Role of Technology in Supporting the Nebraska School-based Teacher-led 
Assessment System (STARS) 

Study seven (Study VII) examined the perceptions of Nebraska educators on the use of 
technology in the STARS Process using a 2007 online survey.  
 
STUDY VIII: Statewide Writing Assessment Scoring: Effective Professional Development for 

the Classroom Teacher 
In study eight (Study VIII), Nebraska educators responded to a 2007 survey focused on the use 
of the writing assessment scoring process as professional development.    
 

STUDY IX:  The Effect of an Intensive Writing Instruction Assessment Preparation    
Program on Student Writing Proficiency 

In study nine (Study IX), a pretest-posttest two group comparative survey was conducted to 
determine whether an intensive writing instruction and assessment preparation program 
(IWIAPP) was effective in helping eighth-grade students improve their performance on the 
Nebraska Statewide Writing Assessment (NSWA). 
 

VALIDATION:  Nebraska’s Standards, Assessment, and Accountability System 
Pat Roschewski, Director of Statewide Assessment for the NDE, designed a Validation of 
Nebraska’s Standards, Assessment, and Accountability System for the CEP (Appendix C) to 
support the long-term evaluation of STARS.  This validation of Nebraska’s standards, 
assessment, and accountability framework places these studies in proper context to the overall 
long-term, statewide evaluation plan. 

 
YEAR SIX COMPREHENSIVE EVALUATION FORMAT 

This comprehensive report has been designed to serve multiple audiences and provide the most 
pertinent information available on the implementation of STARS based on the data collected 
during the 2006-07 school year.  All of the studies connected assessment, curriculum, and 
instruction pathways that support increased student learning. 
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This report is divided into four sections beginning with an introduction of the total report 
(Section 1); followed by an executive summary of the complete findings of all studies conducted 
during the sixth-year study (Section 2); the third section (Section 3) focuses on the nine major 
studies (Studies I-IX) conducted during the 2006-07 school year; and, finally, the fourth section 
(Section 4) contains the Appendices. 
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CHARTING STARS: 

PATHWAYS TO EXCELLENCE 
 

Section 2:  Executive Summary 
 

 

 
 

INTRODUCTION 
Over the past six years Nebraska educators have walked a path unknown to many educators 
across the nation.  Due to the implementation of Nebraska’s unique assessment system, 
educators have been compelled to stretch and grow in their understanding of assessment, 
curriculum, and instruction.   This growth has led to a common language about assessment 
related to the six quality criteria developed by the Buros Center during the initial stages of 
assessment implementation (Plake & Impara, 2000).   
 
Building on the statewide district portfolio process used to measure the success of the assessment 
process, school districts have showcased their assessments, curriculum, and instruction to teams 
of experts in Nebraska and across the nation.  These teams visited all school districts during the 
2006-07 school year.  The path to improved student achievement has not been without bumps in 
the road, but Nebraska educators have committed themselves to an improved assessment process 
and learning for all students.  
 

SIXTH YEAR RESEARCH STUDIES 
There were nine major studies conducted during the sixth year of the STARS Comprehensive 
Evaluation Project (CEP).  These nine studies are summarized in this section of the report and 
presented as separate studies in Section III of the full report. 
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STUDY I:  Nebraska-led Portfolio Peer Review Process 

Dr. Jody Isernhagen, Associate Professor, University of Nebraska-Lincoln 
Dr. Shirley Mills, Assistant Professor, University of Texas-Pan American 

 
Introduction 
The first study (Study I) was an investigation of educator perceptions of the technical quality of 
their district assessments according to the requirements of the six quality assessment criteria 
(Plake & Impara, 2000): 

• The assessments reflect the state/local standards. 
• Students have the opportunity to learn. 
• The assessments are free of bias and insensitive situations. 
• The assessments are at the appropriate level. 
• The assessments are reliably scored. 
• The assessment mastery levels are appropriately set. 

The portfolio review consisted of teams of two state-trained assessment experts that visited each 
school district within the state.  The assessment reviewers read the previous district portfolio and 
the recommended changes for improvement from past years.  The visiting team then went to 
their assigned district, reviewed the evidence of assessment quality based on the six assessment 
quality indicators, and provided formative feedback to the district.  Two assessment outside 
experts located in each of the regional areas assisted the peer reviewer teams when there were 
questions.  
 
Methodology 
This six year mixed-methods research study focused on the Nebraska-led Assessment Portfolio 
Peer Review Process. The District Internal Portfolio Review Team members were surveyed prior 
to the Portfolio External Review.  For the purpose of this research, Nebraska school districts 
were divided into two classifications, non-rural and rural, based on population characteristics 
unique to Nebraska.  Non-rural districts were defined as metro-area districts in large and mid-
sized cities, large towns, and the urban fringe.  Each district was asked to distribute up to five 
surveys, as appropriate, to internal review team members.   One hundred seventy-nine (179) 
districts (70% of 254 districts) returned surveys for this study.  Of those 179 districts, 23 districts 
were disallowed because they did not return surveys prior to their actual Nebraska-led Portfolio 
Peer Review.  Of the 156 districts responding within the prescribed timeframe, 5% were non-
rural and 95% were rural.  Participants responded to the 49-item survey using a five-point Likert 
scale for each item, with “1” representing “none of the time,” “2” “very little of the time,” “3” 
“some of the time,” “4” “most of the time,” “5” “all of the time.”  The survey was structured to 
explore six themes: Alignment, Sufficiency, Clarity, Appropriateness, Scoring Procedures, and 
Summarizing the Review Process (Appendix D). 
 
In the second phase of this study, open-ended interviews were conducted in two districts from 
each of four geographical areas identified by the Nebraska Department of Education (NDE) for 
training of reviewers.  Detailed views were collected about the Nebraska-led Portfolio Peer 
Review Process in the sample districts.  The interview protocol for educators (Appendix E) was 
utilized to gather qualitative data.  The six themes based on the survey were also evident in the 
interviews.  They were: Alignment, Sufficiency, Clarity, Appropriateness, Scoring Procedures, 
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and Summarizing the Review Process.  Three additional themes emerged from the interviews:  
Support for the Peer Review Process, Challenges and New Learnings.  
 
Findings 
Educators’ perceptions of the Nebraska-led Portfolio Review Process were explored using  
a survey based on six categories.  This survey was administered to members of the school based 
review team prior to the visit to school districts by experts.  These items were rated by 
participants on a “1” to “5” Likert scale with “5” being the highest.  Noted in the graph are the 
mean and the lowest and highest average scores per category.  The highest average score was in 
“Appropriateness” while “Summarizing the Process” was the lowest average score.  The lowest 
score was found in the category, “Clarity” while the highest was found in “Appropriateness”.   
 

 
 

Six themes with focus on the six quality criteria were identified within the interviews based on 
the survey categories. Three additional themes emerged during the interview.  These nine themes 
are addressed in this summary of Study I.    

 
Alignment  

In the area of Alignment, educators indicated that Alignment was the impetus for change in 
schools as teachers and administrators worked together to figure out how “curriculum and 
assessments matched the standards.” A rural superintendent shared, “You walk into any 
classroom, in any one of these sites, and you’re going to see standards and assessment 
curriculum books out, laying out, laying open, it’s not just because its spring and we have to 
assess.  They really use them.”  The strongest item rated by all respondents within the Alignment 
category was “districts involved staff in the alignment of assessments to standards (4.84)” with 
respondents also rating strongly that “districts’ assessment items or tasks reflected a match to the 
appropriate standards (4.74)” and “there is a documentation process for alignment of assessments 
to standards (4.74).” The lowest rated item on the survey in this category was “districts had a list 
of specifications mapping the assessment items to the standards in order to show which items 

Figure 1.  Nebraska-led Portfolio Peer Review Process 
Survey Category Average Scores 

2006-2007

0

1

2

3

4

5

Survey Categories

Li
ke

rt
 S

ca
le

Low 4.55 4.51 3.58 4.71 4.42 3.63

Average 4.69 4.63 4.26 4.76 4.61 3.97

High 4.84 4.76 4.76 4.9 4.8 4.16

Alignment Sufficiency Clarity Appropriateness Scoring 
Procedures

Summarizing 
Process
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assessed which standards.”  Evidence from the interviews supported this conclusion as only two 
references to a table of specifications were made.  
 
During the interviews, participants were asked if they had recommendations to make to other 
school districts regarding Alignment. Recommendations included having an articulated 
curriculum, having a clear understanding of what skills and knowledge are essential to determine 
proficiency to a standard, constant monitoring, involvement of all teachers including specialist 
teachers (special population teachers), and training and support to understand the table of 
specifications.  

 
Sufficiency 

Through the surveys and interviews, it became apparent to the researchers that Sufficiency was 
one of the most complex criteria for schools and districts to understand. In the Sufficiency 
category, the strongest rated item on the survey from all respondents indicated that “districts 
reviewed the assessment items/tasks for sufficiency results (4.76)” and “the items or tasks were 
distributed across all performance levels (4.71).”   The lowest rated area was “assessment 
items/tasks used a variety of appropriate formats (4.51)” and “items/tasks included higher order 
thinking skills (4.53).”  This low rating was supported by the fact that large non-rural districts 
sometimes rely on outside agencies to develop assessment items for sufficiency.   
 
During the interviews, participants were asked if they had recommendations to make to other 
school districts regarding the area of Sufficiency. Recommendations included openness to how 
students react to assessment items, the importance of questions by performance levels and the 
need for the issue of sufficiency on locally developed assessments to be addressed by people 
other than teachers.   

 
Clarity 

The surveys and interviews seemed to indicate that schools showed a low level of understanding 
in the area of Clarity.  Interviewers asked for recommendations about clarity, but very little new 
information was collected as there was limited discussion in this area. The strongest perception 
from all respondents indicated that “assessment directions for students were clear (4.76)” while 
the lowest two items were “districts provided parents with reports that gave an appropriate 
explanation of assessment results (3.58)” and “individual reports are provided to parents each 
school year (3.74).”   Although this area was rated as one of the two lowest items on the survey, 
elementary teachers rated both items significantly higher than all other teacher categories.  
Respondents indicated there were many different types of reports being generated for various 
audiences, the most important were those prepared for parents and students. A great deal of 
evidence was available to the interviewers about assessment directions used by school districts as 
well as information provided about how districts report.   
 
During the interviews, participants were asked if they had recommendations to make to other 
school districts regarding Clarity.  Recommendations included taking a look at how the process 
can be simplified for large populations or large school districts due to the mountain of paperwork 
generated when administering assessments and analyzing assessment data.  In rural school 
districts having a site coordinator monitor and administer the tests has been found to produce 
consistency.   



 

 19

 
Appropriateness 

In the area of Appropriateness, bias review was one of the stronger areas relative to the six 
quality criteria.  Furthermore, through the surveys and interviews conducted, it became apparent 
that educators consistently monitored for bias in their assessments.  The strongest perception 
from all respondents indicated assessments were screened for fairness, bias, and sensitivity 
(4.90).  The lowest items on a one to five point Likert scale were “assessments demonstrate an 
increase of expectation from one grade level to the next (4.71),” “assessments are appropriate for 
the assessed grade level (4.72)” and “assessments indicated our expectations for the students 
(4.72).”   
 
During the interviews, participants were asked if they had recommendations to make to other 
school districts regarding Appropriateness.  Recommendations included taking advantage of 
every allowable accommodation - knowing what those things are and to use them in the best way 
that you can to help your kids.  Additionally it was recommended that school districts need to 
have a clear understanding of the Nebraska Department of Education guidelines regarding which 
assessments you can give accommodations on and those you can’t. 

 
Scoring Procedures  

In the area of Scoring Procedures, the strongest perception from all respondents indicated that 
“participation rates were documented (4.80)” and “assessments have established scoring 
guidelines and directions (4.77).”  The lowest item rated within Scoring Procedures was 
“districts provided training for those administering assessments (4.42).”  Teachers and leaders 
with more years of experience rated, “our subjectively scored assessments have inter-rater 
reliability and decision consistency methods that are within acceptable ranges,” higher than 
teachers and leaders with less experience.  
 
During the interviews, participants were asked if they had recommendations to make to other 
school districts regarding Scoring Procedures Discussions.  Recommendations included assuring 
tests constructs appropriately measure learning as well as maintaining high levels of reliability.  
A few leaders noted the challenge that as you strive to meet quality criterion five and as student 
performance increases, reliability calculations fall.  

 
Summarizing the Review Process 

During the interview process, it seemed apparent to the researchers that overall the participants 
felt that the Department of Education had shown a tremendous amount of faith in the integrity of 
the process. Nebraska educators across the state indicated confidence in the STARS process.  
The strongest perception from all respondents indicated they had “the necessary information to 
prepare the district assessment portfolio (4.16)” and the survey respondents “had adequate help 
in preparing the assessment portfolio (4.14).” The lowest item was, “I was provided 
compensation to prepare the district assessment portfolio when completed outside of the regular 
school day (3.63).”  Teachers with more years of portfolio experience rated the item, “I feel 
prepared to present my district portfolio to my peer reviewers,” and “I have the necessary 
information to prepare the district assessment portfolio” higher than did those with less years of 
experience.  
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During the interviews, participants were asked if they had recommendations to make to other 
school districts regarding Summarizing the Review Process.  As previously noted, overall the 
participants felt that the Department of Education had shown a tremendous amount of faith in the 
integrity of the process but did offer recommendations.  These recommendations included: peer 
reviews every three years rather than every year as assessments don’t change enough to warrant 
a review every year, develop a system that allows for portfolios to get to the  reviewers a day or 
two ahead of time, possibly combine activities or incorporate the process through an already 
existing opportunity such as North Central visitation, offer more feedback on the assessments 
from the review process and perhaps offer a student component within the process.  

 
Support for the Peer Review Process 

During the interviews the theme, Support for the Peer Review Process, emerged. While there 
were challenges that faced the new process of reviewing the portfolios, educators across the state 
indicated strong support for the new Peer Review Process.  Many educators experienced anxiety 
about their preparation of their staff and students but indicated confidence in the process itself.  
Leaders and teachers alike were positive in their comments.  Many teachers and leaders were 
very positive about the reviewers themselves and their ability to lead the review process at the 
building and district level. It became evident to the researchers that many team members 
benefited from the discussions held during the review process. Many reviewers who conducted 
the reviews commented about how much they personally learned.  Interviews revealed that both 
reviewers and educators believed that the Nebraska Department of Education worked diligently 
to support districts in preparation for the new process.   

 
Challenges 

The Nebraska-led Portfolio Peer Review Process was completed in one year with all districts 
presenting their reading assessment portfolios to review teams.  As with any new process, there 
were challenges that became apparent and thus surfaced as a new theme.  The challenge for 
Nebraska will be to create a large enough group of evaluators to continue reviewing every school 
district in the state.  Many of Nebraska's rural districts are isolated and difficult to access. 
Maintaining teams of people who are able to conduct peer reviews with expertise is and will 
continue to be a challenge. The suggestions to use experienced reviewers with someone new to 
the review process would strengthen the results of the Peer Review.  Although the overall peer 
review process was a positive one for most, as previously indicated, educators had different 
experiences with the evaluation process.  It was a challenge to both reviewers and districts to 
provide a schedule of events for the day which created some problems for educators in districts 
who were part of the initial review visitations. Another challenge facing educators who 
participated in the initial reviews was the “pending” ratings that some districts received.  Even 
though districts were informed at the onset by the NDE that those who were first to be reviewed 
might receive "pending" ratings, which could be rectified before the final submission, several 
districts still indicated frustration.  This presents several challenges for future reviews due to the 
limited timeframe available for portfolio reviews and the number of districts within the state 
needing review.     
 
The challenge to work with districts in consortia (write a common portfolio) was a problem for 
both reviewers and the districts being reviewed.  Districts indicated their frustration with 
receiving a different rating from other members of the consortium that had the same portfolio 
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This will continue to be a challenge for the NDE. Additionally, some districts felt that their 
reviewers did not look favorably towards the online system and judgments were impacted by 
personal perceptions rather than analyzing the data gathered. As with any new process, 
challenges will be a part of it and educators had suggestions that they believed would strengthen 
the process.  Their contributions offered some ideas that evolved into the final theme, New 
Learnings.   

 
New Learnings 

Conversations with leaders and teachers allowed time for educators to reflect upon the new 
knowledge and skills acquired since the beginning of STARS.  Many educators felt that the Peer 
Review Process allowed the district to honor their teachers and the amount of work they have 
done to make the process strong and viable. A rural superintendent said, “It was affirmation of 
the high value of allowing teachers to own the process…they need to honor the teachers in the 
classroom…. That was just absolutely ignited again in the room with the reviewers.”  While 
Nebraska school districts have been immersed in the accountability process for at least seven 
years, they continue to improve and strengthen their process, as evidenced by the new learnings 
gained and acknowledged within the Nebraska Peer Review interviews. Districts were 
encouraged to review the process that had been in place for several years and discovered work 
was needed to keep their assessments current.   
 
Summary 
The original six themes were combined with the three additional themes that emerged from the 
interview process to give a better perspective about the technical quality of district assessments 
according to the six quality criteria.  Alignment is now viewed by many educators as the impetus 
for change in schools as teachers and administrators interacted with a great deal of discussion 
regarding how “curriculum and assessments matched the standards.”  Sufficiency seemed to be 
one of the most complex criteria for schools and districts to understand.  The surveys and 
interviews also seemed to indicate that schools showed a low level of understanding in the area 
of clarity.  In the area of Appropriateness, bias review was one of the stronger areas relative to 
the six quality criteria.  Keeping reliability levels high will continue to be a challenge as 
educators strive to meet quality criterion five. Nebraska educators across the state indicated 
confidence in the STARS process.  There was a strong positive reaction to the Portfolio Review 
Process as indicated by many educators who experienced anxiety about their preparation of their 
staff and students but indicated confidence in the process itself.  All members benefited by the 
discussions held during the review process, with many reviewers who conducted the 
examinations commenting about how much they personally learned.  Interviews revealed that 
both reviewers and educators believed that The Nebraska Department of Education worked 
diligently to prepare and support the districts in the new Portfolio Peer Review Process.     
 
However, as with any new process, there were challenges that emerged.  Some of these included: 
Nebraska's rural districts are isolated and difficult to access; training and accessibility of annual 
reviewers; scheduling the events for the day enough in advance so districts can adequately plan 
for the review; the challenge to work with districts in a consortia (write a common portfolio) was 
a problem for both reviewers and the districts being reviewed as some ratings within the 
consortia were not consistent; those who were first to be reviewed and received "pending" 
ratings, even though these could be rectified before the final submission, indicated frustration; 



 

 22 

and some districts felt that their reviewers did not look favorably upon the online system. 
Overall, the process allowed districts to re-evaluate the work that had been done and the work 
that needs to be accomplished to reinforce student learning.   
 

STUDY II:  Leader and Teacher Perceptions of STARS 

Dr. Jody Isernhagen, Associate Professor, University of Nebraska-Lincoln 
Dr. Shirley Mills, Assistant Professor, University of Texas-Pan American 
Dr. Leon Dappen, Associate Professor, University of Nebraska-Omaha1 

1  Posthumous 
 
Introduction 
The second study (Study II) was conducted to determine if there were any similarities and/or 
differences between leader and teacher perceptions concerning the impact of STARS on district 
support, assessment literacy, use of data in classroom settings, leadership, instructional impact, 
and external support.  Surveys were administered for each population, teachers and leaders.   
Qualitative interview data were also collected to extend the understanding of the survey findings.   
 
Methodology 
For the purpose of the 2006-07 Leader and Teacher Perceptions of STARS study, Nebraska 
school districts were divided into two classifications, non-rural and rural, based on population 
characteristics unique to Nebraska.  Non-rural districts were defined as metro-area districts in 
large and mid-sized cities, large towns, and the urban fringe.  All other districts were classified 
as rural. 
 
District leaders were asked to complete an online survey (Appendix F) made available to the 
membership of the Nebraska Council of School Administrators, an organization representing 
over 98% of the leaders in the state.  Emails inviting survey participation were sent to 1220 
leaders representing 250 districts of the 254 districts in the state.  Of the 250 districts receiving 
the invitation to participate, 11 were non-rural districts and 239 were rural districts.  Of all the 
leaders invited to participate, 334 leaders representing 91% of non-rural districts and 72% of 
rural districts completed surveys.   
 
Language arts, math, science, English Language Learner (ELL), and Special Education (SPED) 
teachers were asked to complete an online survey made available to the membership of the 
Nebraska School Education Association, an organization representing about 98% of the teachers 
in Nebraska (Appendix G).  Five hundred and sixty-two (562) teachers representing 187 (73.6%) 
of Nebraska’s 254 districts completed the 2006-07 survey. Of the teachers in non-rural districts, 
nine (82%) of the eleven non-rural districts responded.  Teachers in 178 (73%) of the 243 rural 
districts completed the surveys. 
 
Selection of the sample school districts for the qualitative interviews was based on a stratified, 
purposeful sample using district class (Classes II-V), geographical areas (East, Central, and 
West) and free/reduced district lunch (high, middle, low based on the statewide average). 
Follow-up interviews were conducted with 38 leaders (Appendix H): 7 superintendents, 5 
curriculum/assessment coordinators, 10 middle and secondary principals, 8 elementary principals 
and 8 SPED and/or ESL Directors.  Teacher interviews (Appendix I) were conducted with 
twenty-three (23) classroom teachers: 12 elementary and 11 middle school and/or high school. 
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As a follow-up to the teacher and leader surveys, qualitative interviews were conducted with 23 
teachers and 38 leaders.  The following themes were identified from the surveys for both 
teachers and leaders: district support, assessment literacy, use of data in classroom settings, 
leadership, instructional impact, and external support.  In addition to the six major themes 
explored by the interviews, three additional themes emerged.  The emergent themes were: 
Special Populations, Communication, and the STARS Process.  
 
Findings 
Leader and teacher perceptions of the impact of STARS on district support, assessment literacy, 
the use of data in classroom settings, leadership, instructional impact and external support were 
explored using a survey based on these six categories.  Noted in the graphs are the mean and the 
lowest and highest average scores per category for both leaders and teachers.  The highest 
average score for both teachers and leaders was in “Leadership” while “External Support” was 
the lowest average score for both groups.  However, teachers rated both areas lower than did 
leaders.   
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Figure 3.  Leader and Teacher Perceptions of STARS 
Teacher Average Lows, Means, and Highs 

2006-2007

0

1

2

3

4

5

Survey Categories 

L
ik

e
rt

 S
ca

le

Low 3.16 2.20 2.65 3.53 2.14 1.64 
Average 3.85 3.44 3.83 4.08 3.73 3.00 
High 4.61 4.68 3.88 4.61 4.68 3.45 

District Support Assessment 
Literacy Data Leadership Instructional

Impact External Support 



 

 24 

Through the surveys and interviews from this study it became evident to the researchers that 
STARS has truly begun to impact the culture of schools and school districts across the state.  A 
superintendent shared, “…I think it (STARS) has strengthened the culture of the district and 
strengthened the focus of the teachers of the district.  They will say that they are more focused. 
The ones (teachers) that we have put the most burden on are the ones that are most in favor.  It’s 
interesting, I’ve got to give our high school principal credit when he said, ‘It’s a paradox, it’s like 
at the end of the day and you’re exhausted and you think you can’t do one more thing you get on 
the treadmill and you work really hard for half an hour and when you get off you have more 
energy than you had before.’ He compares that to the STARS system, when he said, ‘You give 
these teachers one more thing when they can’t possibly take one more thing but they take 
ownership for it and they walk out with more energy than they had before.’” The themes 
explored by the surveys and those that emerged during the interviews are summarized below. 
 

District Support 
There were no significant differences noted between leaders and teachers within the survey 
category District Support.  Many non-rural leaders have become more concerned about 
developing their own district/school based policies that yield a greater focus on monitoring and 
reporting of student data and, in turn, upon increasing student achievement.  Rural teachers 
continued to emphasize the importance of resources, services, training, and record keeping as 
key to successful district implementation of STARS.  
 

Assessment Literacy 
The total area of assessment literacy for leaders and teachers was not significantly different 
during the sixth year study.  Assessment literacy has become a part of the daily routine of 
teachers and leaders as they continue to perfect their skills.  The biggest challenge identified 
relative to assessment literacy was the desire to get all teachers on board in large school districts.  
As this assessment coordinator emphasized, "We're doing our best by doing the ‘trainer/trainer’ 
model, trying to get more people understanding formative assessment so that they understand 
that assessment should not be something that is just tagged on at the end of something, it’s 
something that goes on daily.  It's part of that normal curriculum, instruction, assessment cycle."  
It was noted that, unlike rural districts, it is very difficult for large districts to make a significant 
change in a district without ample time and notification as illustrated by this assessment 
coordinator, "It becomes difficult for us when we are asked to change on a dime . . . we don't 
touch a subject for seven years once it is done.  We continue to do training, we continue to 
modify, but interventions are set based on the needs of the district." 

Data 
The entire survey category of Data was marginally significant for leaders and was significantly 
different for teachers.  A superintendent summarized the importance of providing leadership 
when using data, "I’ve learned a long time ago if you measure it and you watch that data and you 
pay attention to it, it becomes important to everybody."  It is obvious to the researchers that the 
use of data in schools has increased over time and is impacting instruction on a daily basis.  
Teachers emphasized the importance of looking at gap data as noted by this elementary teacher, 
"I think if you see large gaps, if you see areas that perhaps you’re weak in, or even areas that 
you’re strong in, I think that dictates, then, what it is you teach.  So I think that data is very 
important."   
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Leadership 
The total category of Leadership was significant for both leaders and teachers.  Both 
administrative and teacher leadership are critical to the success of the STARS process and have 
emerged as a strong indicator to district and school success.  A rural elementary principal shared, 
"We have staff who are knowledgeable and who are very active in the summer workshops and 
can help others understand the process more.  That’s … a leadership role I would say."  A female 
rural middle school principal shared, "I count on my fourth-grade teachers, eighth-grade teachers 
and eleventh-grade teachers in those core areas especially reading, writing, speaking, listening 
and math to know the process and be able to talk about it with others.  They also go out and help 
if a teacher needs help using the assessments or looking at the criteria." 
 
Teachers are exhibiting ownership of the process and serving as leaders in decision making as 
shared by this rural superintendent, "Well, I think the staff is involved at every level in all the 
decisions.  We just don’t leave the staff out of the loop in any of the process."  Another rural 
middle school principal shared, "Oh, its staff driven.  They have to have ownership of it in order 
to make it effective.  If it comes top down it won’t mean anything." Both teachers and leaders are 
sharing leadership responsibility in the STARS process.   
 

Instructional Impact 
In the category, Instructional Impact, there was no significance for leaders.  However, 
Instructional Impact was significant for teachers.  A superintendent shared, "the biggest change 
we’ve had to do in education is that we’re trying to teach for learning as opposed to just 
teaching.”  Focusing on student learning has driven instruction to the forefront of the STARS 
process.   
 
Educators shared the importance of alignment in their conversations with researchers. Teachers 
emphasized that in order to provide quality instruction, curriculum must be aligned to standards. 
A female middle-school teacher shared, "I look at the standard.  I don’t look at just state 
standards.  I look at my curriculum to make sure that, of course, it is aligned….”   
 
Best practice research forms the basis for selecting strategies and interventions as noted by this 
superintendent, "We study a lot of research.  I mean, we spend time looking at tried and proven 
research-based interventions that work.”  Using data to determine what your learning gaps may 
be and how to address those gaps through quality instruction were important to making students 
successful.  A rural elementary principal shared, "We have conversations after we look at our 
STARS scores.  Where are the gaps?  How are we going to redirect our curriculum to fill the 
gaps?”  An elementary principal shared, "We choose our interventions based on the data. We’ve 
done extensive in-service and gone and looked for good interventions, but all of those 
interventions are based on the data and the learning style of the child."   
 
Educating all children has become critical to the success of the STARS process as illustrated by 
this ELL teacher, "For those kids who do not succeed, then there’s always another way, another 
back door that possibly we can try to give them assistance."  A special education director shared, 
"I think the interventions are more challenging and at a higher level.  I think I see more varied 
instructional practices on the part of the general teacher and I think that they’ve picked up from 
planning and working with the special education teacher." An elementary principal shared, "So 
we use our funds to raise the achievement in the whole building.  And we have really moved 
from a remediation model to a prevention model. . . .  We figure out what the problem is, what 
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the deficit is, and we get in there and try to prevent it early."  An elementary teacher shared, "I 
think every year I continue to grow.  But I think when you have the specific objective that needs 
to be taught and mastered, that leads your lessons in the correct direction.”   
 
One key component of quality instruction is the grading process and its effect on student success.  
In order to increase achievement for students, educators are changing their thoughts about the 
impact of failure for students. A superintendent noted how their district’s change in philosophy 
was supporting greater student success, "We have bought into the ‘failure is not an option’ 
concept!  We’ve done some things in terms of our grading policy to enhance student learning. 
And we are working with our teachers to change a mindset about how students are graded in this 
district.  In other words, I have told the teachers in this district that have given students zeroes for 
not turning in homework that this is not an option . . . . We’ve done a lot of good things in the 
district to improve student achievement and student learning and we’ve got a lot of support in the 
community to do it." 
 
Ultimately, the goal of STARS was to increase student achievement through quality instruction.  
This year’s interviews yielded an increase in the knowledge of teachers and leaders about 
improving the quality of instruction in classrooms across the state due to the implementation of 
the STARS Process.   
 

External Support 
External support is provided by a variety of sources including Educational Service Units (ESUs), 
NDE, colleges and universities, and other external experts. The category of External Support was 
not significant between leaders and teachers.  However, there was a significant difference 
between rural and non-rural districts.  Rural leaders and teachers were more likely to indicate 
that professional development, ongoing assessment training, data retreats, identification of 
interventions, and training in instructional strategies were provided by the ESU while non-rural 
schools tended to provide their own professional development and assessment literacy training.   
Additionally, assistance in portfolio development and review was provided more by the ESUs for 
rural schools than their non-rural counterparts.  
 
External training was received from a variety of sources as indicated by this female rural 
assessment coordinator.  She shared several sources including, “. . . training through ESU, 
training through the Nebraska Department of Education.  I was also involved in the Leadership 
for Learning Assessment Cohort through UNL . . . through my involvement with that group of 
people, I learned more about assessment and the six quality criteria.” 
 
A rural assessment coordinator shared, “I try and facilitate communication between the Nebraska 
Department of Education and the district, so when we get the updates, those go out to the 
administrators and to the core chairs and try and keep everybody apprised of what’s going on.” A 
rural elementary principal also shared that there were web resources that supported her training, 
“There’s tons of information on the website that is very helpful if people just take the time to 
read it.  It’s there.” 
 
Due to the size and population of rural districts, external personnel are used in many ways to 
support the implementation of the STARS process while non-rural schools are much more self-
supportive due to their infrastructures.   
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Special Populations 
The theme of Special Populations provided the largest number of quotes from interview 
participants and yielded evidence of a change in attitudes relative to special populations as a 
result of STARS.  A high school SPED teacher shared, “I think accountability is a good thing.  
And as teachers we like to say, Oh, yeah, I was accountable before.  But it’s a nice way to keep 
us all teaching the same things at a quality level so that everyone has the opportunity not just the 
good students.”  An elementary principal noted that, “I always felt my special education kids 
could learn, maybe not at the same rate and maybe not always be on grade level, but I think its 
made us not let kids fall through the cracks.”   
 
Finally, classroom teachers’ perceptions about accountability relative to special populations was 
evident as stated by this elementary SPED teacher, “The STARS data has really helped make us 
accountable for all kids, not just for a select few.” 
 

Communication 
The interviews revealed a variety of ways that educators are communicating about assessment 
processes and STARS results with various public groups across the state. A male rural 
superintendent stated, “I think the community is more aware that we are measuring student 
performance and are constantly looking at it.”  An elementary principal shared, “I think it’s the 
idea that we’ve got data and we’re expected to share it and we do share it.  But also, we have to 
kind of enlighten parents as to what this really means and we’re in that process.” 
 
Parents are involved in many ways in school districts across the state and learn a great deal about 
STARS through this involvement.  An elementary principal stated, “We have parents involved in 
our school improvement committees.  We have a positive behavior support team.  We have 
parents involved in that.  We have parent meetings before school begins, talking about being 
school-wide Title and our goals.” A non-rural middle school teacher shared, “We have to educate 
the parents on the terminology like advanced, proficient, progressive; we have to let them know 
what those mean. I tend to send grade reports home about every 2 weeks to inform parents how 
their kids are doing.” 
 
The media is used to inform parents about a variety of issues related to school.  A rural 
elementary principal shared, “Each administrator writes an article every month that is published.  
I have chosen to focus my articles on assisting parents to assist their own children.”  Educators 
are also communicating within their own districts and schools in a variety of ways as indicated 
by this rural assessment coordinator, “One of the things that we’ve implemented this year across 
the district is professional learning teams in each building.  And so by grade level and by content 
area, we’re building goals.  So teachers working on those teams are collaborating, researching, 
reading . . . .”  A rural female SPED teacher indicated that, “We work together not only with the 
teachers but also with parents and paraprofessionals.  And I think that gives us a great deal of 
knowledge in the collaborative process of knowing what other people are doing.”   
 
In summary, educators in schools and at the district level are collaborating both internally and 
externally in new ways about the STARS process.  During the interviews this year it was more 
evident that there was a focus on external communication with parents and community.   
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STARS Process 
Overall, there was a positive feeling about the STARS Process with very few educators 
indicating that it is not an effective process.  A rural middle school principal shared, “I think it’s 
been good for the state of Nebraska.  I still think that especially with the veteran teachers they 
would just love to have a state test and be done with all this other stuff because they really just 
want to be in the classroom, and they want to teach.”  While an assessment coordinator shared, “I 
have to say that I value this process for many reasons.  What we’re doing in Nebraska is right for 
kids.  It’s right for teachers.  I’m very grateful that we don’t have a state test.  It’s a lot of work 
and a lot of time but in the long run everything that’s worthwhile takes time.”  
 
Districts are becoming more effective about implementing the STARS Process in ways that are 
meaningful to their schools.  A rural elementary principal stated, “Well, of course our policy 
states we will be participating and concluding with our STARS testing by the first of May.  And 
then we will have conversations about how to plan curriculum once we see the results of those 
tests.” A middle school teacher stated, “I think it’s a good process.  I think it helps level the 
playing field for all children so that we ensure that all children are receiving at least a baseline of 
education.”   
 
A non-rural assessment coordinator emphasized the impact of the STARS Process on the culture 
of schools and school districts across the state when she stated, “In terms of culture, I think it has 
strengthened the culture of the district and strengthened the focus of the teachers of the district.”  
In summary, STARS has emerged as the way that schools do business on a daily basis.    
 
Summary 
Assessment literacy is not as prevalent in the discussion with leaders or teachers now that the 
initial development of most STARS assessments has been completed.  Both administrators and 
teachers emphasized that they were committed to building their own assessment competence and 
supported "school-based teacher-led assessment."  Science teachers are new to the process, but 
many have been working for several years to get their assessments ready for the reporting year.   
Leadership has emerged as a key to the success of STARS.  A superintendent shared how 
leadership is critical to the use of data, "I’ve learned a long time ago if you measure it and you 
watch that data and you pay attention to it, it becomes important to everybody."  It is obvious to 
the researchers that the use of data in schools has increased over time and is impacting 
instruction on a daily basis.    
 
Using data to determine learning gaps and create interventions to address those gaps has been an 
important step in helping students be successful.  A rural elementary principal shared, "We have 
conversations after we look at our STARS scores.  Where are the gaps?  How are we going to 
redirect our curriculum to fill the gaps? Where are our needs at?  . . . I mean we have to look at 
any given test results for gaps in learning and make adjustments in curriculum."  Focusing on 
data has helped to align curriculum and drive instruction in schools across Nebraska.  In addition 
to aligning and modifying curriculum for learners, educators want to identify the best 
instructional strategies and interventions to use so that all students can be successful. In order for 
the use of research to be successful, it must be based on lots of communication.  The biggest 
change observed by researchers has been the focus upon learning rather than just teaching as 
shared by this superintendent, " the biggest change we’ve had to do in education and it’s 
probably of our teachers, is that we’re trying to teach for learning as opposed to just teaching.”  
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This has changed belief systems about student failure in particular.  An elementary special 
education teacher shared, "We go back again and we look at it, work on it again, and try to come 
at it from a little bit different angle.”  Special populations create a unique set of needs that 
challenge classroom teachers daily and teachers are meeting the challenge.   
 

STUDY III:  2001 to 2006 Reading and Math Achievement 
Dr. Jody Isernhagen, Associate Professor, University of Nebraska-Lincoln 
Dr. Shirley Mills, Assistant Professor, University of Texas-Pan American  
Dr. Leon Dappen, Associate Professor, University of Nebraska-Omaha1  

1  Posthumous 
 
Introduction 
Nebraska’s School-based Teacher-led Assessment and Reporting System (STARS) required each 
district to either adopt state standards or develop local standards that are at least equal to or 
exceeded the state standards.  Each district then developed a plan for assessing their standards.  
The plan was based on locally developed criterion-referenced tests (CRT’s) reported at three 
selected grade levels.  Districts were also required to administer a standardized norm-referenced 
test (NRT) of their choosing that provided an external common “touch point.”   The purpose of 
this study was to examine achievement data available to date, four years each of reading and 
math.  District portfolio ratings for reading and math were also compared. 
 
Methodology 
Data were included for all Nebraska Class III, IV, and V school districts and represented just 
over 94% of the public school students in Nebraska.  The district data for this study were 
available on the state website and use of the data was facilitated by the Nebraska Department of 
Education. 
 
Findings 
The study examined achievement data available to date including four years of achievement data 
for reading and math.  District portfolio ratings for reading and math were also compared. 
 

Reading Criterion-Referenced Achievement Results 
The district average percent of student scores reported by districts as proficient or better in 
locally defined criterion-referenced reading at the fourth-grade-level increased from 74.99% in 
2001 to 90.70% in 2006. The district average percent proficient at the eighth-grade level 
increased from 73.67% in 2001 to 87.70% in 2006. The district average percent proficient at the 
eleventh-grade level increased from 73.54% in 2001 to 86.10% in 2006.  Proficiency on 
criterion-referenced measures increased at all grade levels each year; the average district gain 
from 2001 to 2006 was 15.71% at fourth grade, 14.03% at eighth grade, and 12.56% at eleventh 
grade. 
 

Reading Norm-Referenced Achievement Results 
The district average percent of students in the top two quartiles on the norm-referenced reading 
test used by districts at the fourth grade increased from 64.93% in 2001 to 69.42% in 2006. The 
eighth grade increased from 62.85% in 2001 to 63.24% 2006. The eleventh grade increased from 
59.87% in 2001 to 63.59% in 2006. Proficiency, as determined by the percent of students in 
districts in the top two quartiles on norm-referenced measures, also increased from 2001 to 2006 
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with a 4.49% increase at fourth grade, a 0.39% at eighth grade, and 3.72% gain at eleventh 
grade. 
 

Math Criterion-Referenced Achievement Results 
The district average percent of students reported by districts as proficient or better in locally 
defined criterion-referenced math at the fourth-grade-level increased from 78.29% in 2002 to 
90.90% in 2006. The district percent proficient at the eighth-grade level increased from 68.58% 
in 2002 to 82.90% in 2006. The district percent proficient at the eleventh-grade level increased 
from 66.22% in 2002 to 80.30% in 2006. Proficiency in criterion-referenced measures increased 
at all grade levels each year, the gain from 2002 to 2006 at fourth grade was 12.61%, at eighth 
grade was 14.32%, and at eleventh grade was 15.08%.  
 

Math Norm-Referenced Achievement Results 
The district average percent of students in the top two quartiles on the norm-referenced math test 
used by districts at the fourth grade increased from 68.12% in 2002 to 73.83% in 2006. The 
eighth grade increased slightly from 67.34% in 2002 to 67.83% in 2006. The eleventh grade 
increased slightly from 67.49% in 2002 to 67.62% in 2006. Proficiency on norm-referenced 
measures increased at all grade levels, the gain from 2002 to 2006 at fourth grade was 5.71%, at 
eighth grade was 0.49% and the gain for eleventh grade was 0.13%.  
 

District Reading Assessment Portfolio Ratings 
The total district average of Reading Assessment Portfolio ratings across grades four, eight, and 
eleven, on the “1” to “5” Likert scale, increased for grade four from 3.57 in 2001 to 4.54 in 2006. 
Portfolio ratings for grade eight increased from 3.48 in 2001 to 4.56 in 2006.  Portfolio ratings 
for grade eleven increased from 3.46 in 2001 to 4.55 in 2006.  The total district average of 
Reading Assessment Portfolio ratings across grades four, eight, and eleven increased from 3.50 
in 2001 to 4.48 in 2006, with a total increase of 3.08 from 2001 to 2006.   
 

District Math Assessment Portfolio Ratings 
The total district average for Math Assessment Portfolio ratings across grades four, eight, and 
eleven, on the “1” to “5” Likert scale, increased for grade four from 3.98 in 2002 to 4.57 in 2006. 
Portfolio ratings for grade eight increased from 3.96 in 2002 to 4.65 in 2006. Grade eleven 
portfolio ratings increased from 3.96 in 2002 to 4.61 in 2006.  The total district average of Math 
Assessment Portfolio rating across grades four, eight, and eleven increased from 3.97 in 2002 
4.61 in 2006, with a total increase of 1.93 from 2002 to 2006.    
 
Summary 
District criterion-referenced measures continue to show growth over time in the areas of reading 
and math from 2001 to 2006, generally increasing in reading for all grades - fourth, eighth, and 
eleventh.  District math norm-referenced measures have increased for grade four and slightly 
increased for grades eight, and eleven.  School improvement with student academic achievement 
as the goal is not a short-term process.  Nebraska is in its sixth year of full implementation of the 
program and variability still exists in achievement in some areas and for some grades.   
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STUDY IV:  2002-2006 Statewide Writing Achievement 

Dr. Jody Isernhagen, Associate Professor, University of Nebraska-Lincoln 
Dr. Shirley Mills, Assistant Professor, University of Texas-Pan American 
Dr. Leon Dappen, Associate Professor, University of Nebraska-Omaha1 

1  Posthumous 
 
Introduction 
With an emphasis to demonstrate increased writing achievement for all students, Nebraska chose 
to use the Six Trait writing model as a requirement for a statewide writing assessment, and it was 
included in the legislation establishing Nebraska’s assessment system. Research supported large-
scale assessment because it enhanced the ability of teachers to write themselves, to assess student 
work, and to rate student writing.  This approach created higher expectations for student writing 
performance and prompted decision makers to ask important questions--when, where, and how 
writing was being taught.  This study examined the district achievement data available for the 
Statewide Writing Assessment for the Nebraska STARS Program.  
 
Methodology 
Data was included for school districts in Classes III, IV, and V that represented just over 94% of 
the public school students in Nebraska.  The process for the development of writing prompts for 
use in the Statewide Writing Assessment relied on the involvement of Nebraska classroom 
teachers who were selected by the Nebraska Department of Education (NDE) to participate in a 
writing development task force upon recommendation of their district superintendent or 
assessment contact person.  From this task force, writing prompts were chosen and field-tested 
with students in grades four, eight, and eleven.  Nebraska teachers, chosen for their expertise, 
then scored the writing assessments at a central location.   The unit of analysis for this study was 
the district average percent of students rated as proficient or better in school districts in Classes 
III, IV, and V for the state of Nebraska in writing at grades four, eight, and eleven.  Because the 
assessment was a common measure across districts and was an equal interval scale, inferential 
statistics were also used to examine statistically significant differences between pre/post test 
scores from inception to last scoring.  
 
Findings 
The purpose of this study was to examine the district achievement data available for the 
Statewide Writing Assessment for the Nebraska STARS Program.  In the ratings for writing 
proficiency, gains were made at nearly all grades and years of comparison. At fourth grade, gains 
from 2002 to 2004, and 2004 to 2005, were significant (p<.001) with a decline indicated in 2006. 
At eighth grade, the gain from 2003 to 2004 was significant (p<.001); the gain from 2004 to 
2005 was not significant.  There was an increase in 2006 to 87%.  The gain in eleventh grade 
from 2004 to 2005 was significant (p< .05) with a slight gain in 2006.  
 
Writing scores increased for all grades, with grade four increasing 6.91% from 2002 to 2006, 
grade eight increasing 7.45%, and grade eleven increasing 1.88%.   
 
In examining teacher perceptions and classroom practices related to the state writing assessment, 
results indicated that 69% of all teachers placed more emphasis on practice writing assessments, 
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73% placed more emphasis on sharing assessment criteria in class, and 73% placed more 
emphasis on explicit instruction in six trait writing. 
 
Summary 
The purpose of this study was to examine the district achievement data available for the 
Statewide Writing Assessment.  Results indicated that fourth, eighth, and eleventh graders made 
gains in the pre/post comparisons on the Statewide Writing Assessment.  The writing data, fourth 
grade comparing data from 2002 to 2004, and eighth grade comparing data from 2003 to 2004, 
revealed strong gains at both grades.  This may reflect the involvement of many school districts 
with Six Trait Writing preceding the formal statewide writing assessment process.  Students at 
the eighth and eleventh grades continued to show growth on their writing scores from 2004 to 
2006.  However, fourth-grade scores dropped slightly in 2005 to 2006 with an overall gain from 
2002 to 2006 of 6.91%.  While this writing assessment has characteristics that enable inferential 
statistical analysis to be used, there may be some question from the traditional measurement 
community as to whether this practice would be appropriate.  It must be remembered that the 
philosophy and purpose of Nebraska STARS is to support teaching and learning, and not to focus 
on development of assessments of technical strengths in ranking results. 
 

STUDY V:  2001-2006 Achievement  
for Special Populations 

Dr. Jody Isernhagen, Associate Professor, University of Nebraska-Lincoln 
Dr. Shirley Mills, Assistant Professor, University of Texas-Pan American 
Dr. Leon Dappen, Associate Professor, University of Nebraska-Omaha1 

1  Posthumous 
 
Introduction 
A key component of No Child Left Behind was to demonstrate increased academic achievement 
for all students. States have taken different approaches to accomplish this end. In Nebraska there 
was no single high-stakes test.  STARS has been in place for six years and has a strong success 
record with total group data (Roschewski, Isernhagen, & Dappen, 2006).  This is the second year 
that English Language Learners (ELL) and Special Education (SPED) populations were 
examined within the Comprehensive Evaluation for STARS.   
 
The purpose of this study was to examine the academic change of special populations, 
specifically ELL and SPED students from Nebraska.  This study examined criterion-referenced 
assessment results for reading, math, and writing.    
 
Methodology 
The criterion-referenced score (CRT) for reading and math was the district average percentage 
for ELL and SPED students meeting the proficiency level or better as defined by the local district 
for their locally developed measure for Class III, IV and V school districts for the state of 
Nebraska.  Because the reading and math measures were not on a common scale, only 
descriptive data was provided.   
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The unit of analysis for the criterion-referenced writing score was the district average percent of 
ELL and SPED students rated as proficient in Class III, IV and V school districts for the state of 
Nebraska in writing at grades four, eight, and eleven.  Because the assessment was a common 
measure across districts and was an equal interval scale, inferential statistics were also used to 
examine statistical significance between pre/post scores from inception to last scoring.  
 
Findings 
 

ELL Reading Achievement 
The district average percent of English Language Learners (ELL) reported as proficient or higher 
in locally defined criterion-referenced assessments for reading at the fourth-grade level increased 
from 50% in 2001 to 72% in 2006.  From 2001-2006 proficiency on reading criterion-referenced 
measures for grade four increased 22%.  
 
The district average percent of ELL scores for eighth-grade students increased from 47% in 2001 
to 60% in 2006.  Proficiency on reading criterion-referenced measures for eighth-grade ELL 
students increased 13% from 2001 to 2006.   
 
The district average percent of ELL scores for eleventh-grade students increased from 45% in 
2001 to 53% in 2006.  Proficiency on reading criterion-referenced measures for eleventh grade 
ELL students increased 8% from 2001 to 2006.   
 

ELL Math Achievement 
The district average percent of English Language Learners (ELL) reported as proficient or better 
in locally defined criterion-referenced assessments for math at the fourth-grade level increased 
from 53% in 2002 to 80% in 2006.  Proficiency on math criterion-referenced measures increased 
27% from 2002 to 2006.  
 
The district average percent of ELL scores for eighth-grade students increased from 40% in 2002 
to 61% in 2006.  Proficiency on math criterion-referenced measures for eighth-grade ELL 
students increased 21% from 2002 to 2006.   
 
The district average percent of ELL scores for eleventh-grade students increased from 39% in 
2002 to 48% in 2006.  Proficiency on math criterion-referenced measures for eleventh grade 
ELL students increased 9% from 2002 to 2006.  
 

ELL Writing Achievement 
The district average percent of English Language Learners (ELL) reported as proficient or better 
on the state criterion-referenced assessment for writing at the fourth-grade level increased from 
49% in 2002 to 66% in 2006.  Proficiency on the state writing criterion-referenced measure 
increased 17% from 2002 to 2006.   
 
The district average percent of ELL scores for eighth-grade students increased from 37% in 2003 
to 56% in 2006.  Proficiency on the state writing criterion-referenced measure for eighth-grade 
ELL students increased 19% from 2003 to 2006.   
 
The district average percent of ELL scores for eleventh-grade students increased from 45% in 
2004 to 53% in 2006.   Proficiency on the state writing criterion-referenced measure for 
eleventh-grade ELL students increased 8% from 2004 to 2006. 
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SPED Reading Achievement 

The district average percent of Special Education (SPED) students reported as proficient or 
better on locally defined criterion-referenced assessments for reading at the fourth-grade level 
increased from 44% in 2001 to 74% in 2006.  Proficiency of SPED fourth-grade students on 
reading criterion-referenced measures increased 30% from 2001 to 2006.  
 
The district average percent of SPED eighth-grade students increased from 43% in 2001 to 66% 
in 2006.  Proficiency on reading criterion-referenced measures for eighth-grade SPED students 
increased 23% from 2001 to 2006.   
 
The district average percent of SPED scores for eleventh-grade students increased from 42% in 
2001 to 61% in 2006.  Proficiency on reading criterion-referenced measures for eleventh-grade 
SPED students increased 19% from 2001 to 2006.  
 

SPED Math Achievement 
The district average percent of Special Education (SPED) students reported as proficient or 
better on locally defined criterion-referenced assessments for math at the fourth-grade level 
increased from 51% in 2002 to 75% in 2006.  Proficiency on math criterion-referenced measures 
increased 24% from 2002 to 2006.   
 
The district average percent of SPED eighth-grade students increased 34% from 2002 to 56% in 
2006.  Proficiency on math criterion-referenced measures for eighth-grade SPED students 
increased 22% from 2002 to 2006.   
 
The district average percent of SPED scores for eleventh-grade students increased from 28% in 
2002 to 46% in 2006.  Proficiency on math criterion-referenced measures for eleventh-grade 
SPED students increased 18% from 2002 to 2006.   
 

SPED Writing Achievement 
The district average percent of Special Education (SPED) students reported as proficient or 
better on the state criterion-referenced assessment for writing at the fourth-grade level increased 
from 46% in 2002 to 60% in 2006. Proficiency on the state writing criterion-referenced measure 
increased 14% from 2002 to 2006.   
 
The district average percent of SPED eighth-grade students increased from 48% in 2003 to 61% 
in 2006. Proficiency on the state writing criterion-referenced measure for eighth-grade SPED 
students increased 13% from 2003 to 2006.  
 
The district average percent of SPED scores for eleventh-grade students increased from 55% in 
2004 to 64% in 2006.  Proficiency on the state writing criterion-referenced measure for eleventh-
grade SPED students increased 9% from 2004 to 2006.  
 
Summary 
While the ELL and SPED district average student scores were not as strong as the district 
average student scores for all students, they were increasing in all instances.  This is consistent 
with most research in this area and the basis for the special supports provided for ELL and SPED 
students.  The reading scores for SPED students reflected strong positive change in all areas.  
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ELL student scores at the fourth and eighth grade levels were somewhat stronger than those of 
eleventh-grade students.  This trend could relate to the difficulty of ELL students mastering 
English as a second language at an older age.  
 

STUDY VI:  Use of Data to Inform Decisions by Elementary Principals 

Jadi Miller, Principal, Everett Elementary, Lincoln, NE 
 
Introduction 
With its emphasis on local control, the state of Nebraska’s assessment system or School-based 
Teacher-led Assessment and Reporting System (STARS) places a great deal of responsibility on 
local educational leaders, particularly building principals.  The STARS system was designed to 
improve assessment literacy among Nebraska’s educators and to provide schools with the student 
achievement data necessary for systemic school improvement.  This study was designed to 
determine the extent to which Nebraska’s elementary building principals use data to inform their 
decisions. 
 
Methodology 
Using the National Staff Development Council’s standards for data-driven decision-making, the 
researchers designed an online survey about the practices of building principals related to data 
use.  The 60-question survey (Appendix J) was organized around five specific outcomes for data 
use.  These outcomes included involving the faculty in data analysis, using disaggregated data, 
involving faculty, parents, and the community in data analysis, using data to plan professional 
development, and using data to monitor school improvement efforts.  The survey was sent to 521 
elementary building principals in Nebraska.  There was a return rate of 32% or 168 responses. 
 
Findings 
The data generated by this survey provided insight into the use of data in Nebraska’s elementary 
schools.  Overall, it appears that the majority of schools in this study are demonstrating 
proficiency according to the National Staff Development Council’s standards for data-driven 
decision-making.   
 
The elementary principals indicated that they were involving their school faculty in the analysis 
of data.  This particular section generated the highest mean score across all of the items in the 
sections. The elementary principals also indicated a strong level of agreement that they were 
using disaggregated data in their analysis process.   However, a majority of the respondents 
indicated that they were not involving parents and/or community members in the process. 
 
When measuring the elementary principals’ use of data to plan for professional development, the 
mean was lower than the previous areas of the survey. However, one of the initial questions 
about the alignment of the school’s improvement goal and staff development plan indicated that 
for the vast majority of respondents, 97%, alignment was present.  On other questions related to 
monitoring staff development and involving the whole faculty, respondents indicated much 
lower levels of agreement on the survey items. 
 
The frequency of using data to monitor the school improvement process, with questions focusing 
on the frequency of these types of activities, yielded the lowest mean of the survey, with a score 
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closest to “Sometimes.”  While the mean of this section was lower, no more than 4% of 
respondents selected the choice of “Never” on any of the items. 
 
Summary 
The results indicated that elementary principals in Nebraska most frequently used disaggregated 
data and involved their staff members in data analysis.  There were lower scores in the areas of 
involving parents and community members in the process.  Principals also displayed less 
frequent use of data for planning professional development and monitoring the school 
improvement process.  Finally, the results of this survey indicated that principals are using data 
to a significant extent.   
 

STUDY VII:  Role of Technology in Supporting STARS 
Dr. Allen Steckelberg, Associate Professor, University of Nebraska-Lincoln 

Lan Li, University of Nebraska-Lincoln 
 
Introduction 
STARS evaluations conducted in the past suggested that further information on technology, the 
issues it both addresses and creates, would be helpful as schools and the Nebraska Department of 
Education develop policy and create support resources for technology. For the past two years a 
survey has been conducted to examine the perceptions of educators concerning the current uses 
of technology, the impact of technology, and future systems and issues. 
 
Methodology 
A 2005-06 survey was conducted to examine the perceptions of educators concerning the current 
uses of technology and its impact upon the STARS process.  In 2006-07 minor changes were 
made to the prior survey tool and an additional question was added on the impact of the 
Assessment and Reporting Management System (ARMS) grants. The survey (Appendix K) was 
constructed in four sections. The first section of the survey gathered demographic information 
from participants.  The second section of the survey gathered information on the current uses of 
technology including: software used by schools in various aspects of the assessment process, the 
match between technology-based systems and the Nebraska Assessment Model, and the quality 
of technology used by the district in the assessment process. The third section addressed 
respondents’ perceptions of the impact of technology on the assessment process including: 
contributions of technology to various aspects of the assessment process, impact on time and 
complexity of the process, impact on the value of data collected and understanding and use of 
that data.  The final section of the survey addressed perceptions of future assessment systems and 
issues that might guide future policy decisions.   
 
The survey was administered via a Web site.  The survey targeted school personnel who 
coordinated the STARS Process in local schools and ESUs in Nebraska. From a list of STARS 
school contacts provided by the Nebraska Department of Education (NDE) and the STARS 
Comprehensive Evaluation Project, 463 names and email addresses were identified.  An email 
solicitation to participate in the survey was sent to each name on the list.  A follow-up email was 
sent two weeks later to those who had not yet responded.  A total of 227 usable survey responses 
were received and used in the analysis. 
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Findings 
Knowledge of the characteristics of typical respondents was helpful in interpreting the results.  
The distribution of school size collected from survey respondents closely reflected the 
distribution of school sizes statewide.  Respondents were primarily from smaller schools (70%) 
but were often part of larger consortiums for the purpose of implementing STARS.  Respondents 
were often superintendents, principals, or assessment coordinators, with teachers and curriculum 
coordinators also being represented.  The majority indicated funds were available for technology, 
particularly if it reduced other administrative costs or contributed to school improvement. In a 
new item, introduced in the 2007 administration of the survey, 67% of respondents agreed that 
the ARMS grants for increasing technology dollars directly impacted their ability to invest in 
assessment technology.  The most frequently reported investment of funds was for management 
purposes (42%). 
 
The survey provided useful information on the current uses of technology. The majority of 
respondents indicated that basic productivity tools such as word processing and spreadsheets 
were the most extensively used tools in a number of aspects of the assessment process. Dedicated 
assessment software, Web-based software, and locally developed software or Web applications 
were used less extensively.  When broken down by school size, the rated extent of use of 
dedicated and locally developed software was proportionally higher in larger schools than in 
smaller schools possibly because of differences in resources.  Scanning, computer and Web-
based systems, and electronic portfolios had low ratings for use.   
 
Several survey items targeted general perceptions regarding current technology and the 
assessment process. A majority (87%) of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that the 
technology-based systems were a good match to the Nebraska assessment model. This is the only 
item in the survey that differed markedly from the 2006 survey results. In the 2006 survey, only 
47% of the respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the statement. The 2007 result is 
substantially more positive. Respondents also scored the rating of the quality of the technology 
used by their district in the assessment process at a moderately to moderately high level.  These 
results would seem to indicate that there is a potential to improve and increase the use of 
technology in the assessment process in many Nebraska schools. 
 
Data from the survey clearly showed that survey participants felt technology has the potential to 
positively impact the assessment process. A majority of respondents indicated that technology 
reduced the amount of time involved, increased the value of assessment data, assisted teachers in 
understanding and using assessment data for instructional decision-making, and, at the same 
time, did not increase the complexity of the assessment process. Respondents also indicated that 
they saw a number of potential contributions of technology, such as consistent data collection, as 
having a moderate to extensive impact.   
 
Survey data also provided information useful for guiding future policies, support, and resources.  
The most significant barriers were costs of technology, staff, and administrator time to learn 
systems and teacher training. Interoperability was also rated as an issue in larger school districts. 
Quality ratings of current systems regarding their comprehensiveness, quality, reporting features,  
and interface with state reporting were moderate.  
 
Interestingly, ratings of classroom level reporting features and interface with state reporting, 
although still moderate, were higher in small schools. A number of features of technology-based 
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assessment systems were rated as highly desirable including: usefulness of results for 
instructional decisions, ease of data entry, match with reporting requirements, and ease of  
learning systems.  Survey participants felt that the areas of state support with the greatest 
potential for impacting were grants for technology implementation and teacher training.  These 
areas were closely followed by the provision of exemplars in the form of models for data 
collection, management, and reporting and software templates for collecting and organizing data. 
 
Summary 
Results from the survey indicated that STARS assessment leaders in Nebraska schools 
recognized the potential impact of technology on the assessment process, but at this point do not 
extensively make use of dedicated or locally developed software, although this may be occurring 
in larger districts or consortiums. It appeared that, among school personnel who work with the 
STARS assessment process, technology was viewed as having a positive impact.  Schools saw 
grant support for implementing technology and training school staff as likely to have significant 
impacts on the quality, usefulness, and value of the assessment process.  Survey participants felt 
that the areas of state support with the greatest potential for impact were grants for technology 
implementation and teacher training. 
 

STUDY VIII:  Statewide Writing Assessment Scoring: 
Effective Professional Development for the Classroom Teacher 

Sue Anderson, Director of Professional Development 
Educational Service Unit #3 

 
Introduction 
The purposes of this study were to learn raters’ perceptions of the effect of the scoring 
experience on their classroom practices, and the effectiveness of the training they received 
during the scoring of the 2007 Nebraska Statewide Writing Assessment. 
 
Methodology 
The population of this study consisted of 390 raters in the scoring of the 2007 Nebraska 
Statewide Writing Assessment, with 131 raters at Grade 4, 129 raters at Grade 8, and 130 raters 
at Grade 11. A scoring session was conducted for each grade level.  Raters were selected to 
participate in the scoring sessions based on their teaching experience, including grade level(s) 
taught and years of teaching, their previous writing assessment scoring experience, prior training 
in the Six Trait writing assessment model, and the geographic region of the state they represented 
with approximately 50% raters for each scoring session representing the eastern region of the 
state,  30% of the raters from the central region , and 20% percent from the western region. 
Among raters in the Grade 4 scoring session, 46 school districts were represented; for Grade 8, 
47 districts were represented; and for Grade 11, 47 districts were represented.   
 
The data for this study was collected from rater responses to a survey entitled 2007 Statewide 
Writing Assessment Scoring Rater Evaluation (Appendix L) created by the researcher. The 
survey items were intended to collect information about the raters, their perceptions of the 
effectiveness of the training provided during the scoring sessions, and the relationship between 
the raters’ scoring experience and their classroom practices in the teaching of writing.  
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All survey responses were coded and tabulated at the Nebraska Department of Education.  
Analysis included the tabulation of frequency of responses for all items and the calculation of 
mean scores for items asking raters to indicate their levels of agreement and disagreement.  
The survey contained 29 questions across the following categories:  rater information, scoring 
training, the scoring experience and its relationship to classroom practices, and comments related 
to reasons why raters wanted to participate in the scoring sessions.   
 
Survey items related to the raters’ scoring experience and their classroom practices asked them to 
indicate their levels of agreement and disagreement with how the scoring experience affirmed 
their current instructional practices, increased their understanding of the qualities of good 
writing, increased their confidence to provide meaningful feedback to students, and increased 
their confidence as teachers of writing.  Raters indicated their levels of agreement and 
disagreement with items in this section of the survey on a scale of “strongly disagree” to 
“strongly agree.”  
 
A single open-ended item on the survey asked raters to explain their reason(s) for wanting to 
participate in the scoring session(s).  A final item invited raters to provide additional comments 
on any aspect of the scoring experience they wished to share. 
 
Survey items related to scoring training asked raters to respond to the effectiveness of the content 
of the training, strategies to ensure scoring accuracy, clarity of training materials, and the 
knowledge and skill of scoring leaders and table leaders. Raters indicated their levels of 
agreement and disagreement with items in this section of the survey on a scale of “strongly 
disagree” to “strongly agree.”  
 
Findings 
This study was designed to ascertain the relationship between the 2007 Statewide Writing 
Assessment scoring experience of raters and their classroom practices as teachers and to 
determine the effectiveness of the procedures used to train them to score the assessment.  
Responses collected from raters pertained to broad categories: general rater information, scoring 
training, and scoring experience related to their teaching practices. The results across all grade 
level scoring sessions showed that raters associated the scoring experience with benefits to their 
teaching and evaluated all components of the training they received as very positive.  
 
Participation in the scoring of the 2007 Statewide Writing Assessment was perceived by a 
majority of raters across all grade levels as beneficial to their classroom practices in the teaching 
of writing.  Responses by raters were related to increasing their understanding of the qualities of 
good writing, building their confidence as a teacher of writing, affirming their current classroom 
practices, providing helpful feedback to students about their writing, and other areas related to 
the teaching of writing.  Ninety-seven percent (97%) reported that being a rater increased their 
confidence to assess the quality of student writing, and 94% believed their scoring experience 
increased their understanding of the qualities of good writing and helped them develop more 
accurate grade-related expectations for student writing. 
 
Across all grade levels 90% of raters agreed or strongly agreed that being a rater affirmed their 
current teaching practices, contributed to their ability to help students become better writers, and 
increased their general confidence as a teacher of writing. A majority of raters, 89%, agreed that 
being a rater gave them confidence to give students helpful feedback about their writing, and 



 

 40 

86% reported that being a rater gave them assurance in talking to parents and others about 
writing and its importance.  Additionally, being a rater gave 85% across all grade levels a better 
understanding of how writing relates to thinking and reasoning, and gave 82% of raters a greater 
appreciation of writing’s uses in content area learning.  Seventy-nine percent (79%) of raters 
agreed or strongly agreed that being a rater gave them new ideas they could use in the teaching 
of writing. 
 
An overwhelming majority of raters across all grade levels agreed or strongly agreed that all 
aspects of the scoring training were effective.  Ninety-nine percent (99%) of raters agreed or 
strongly agreed that the general content of the training ( i.e. the scoring process, scoring criteria, 
six traits of writing, writing modes) was appropriate while 97% indicated the strategies to ensure 
scoring accuracy ( i.e. using the rubric to assign scores, using anchor papers to demonstrate 
performance levels, use of re-calibration papers, and consensus building discussions) were 
effective.  Ninety-five percent (95%) of raters agreed that the training materials were clear and 
understandable. 
 
A majority of raters, 98%, agreed or strongly agreed that scoring leaders and 97% agreed or 
strongly agreed that table leaders demonstrated expert knowledge of the assessment and the 
scoring process.  Ninety-seven percent (97%) of raters agreed that scoring leaders were skilled in 
teaching them to score the assessment, and 95% agreed that table leaders were effective in 
facilitating the scoring process through re-calibration procedures. 
 
Summary 
Based on the results of this study, it is possible to draw important conclusions about the raters 
and their perceptions of the scoring process.  First, the scoring experience was perceived by a 
majority of raters as a valuable professional development opportunity that contributes to their 
knowledge and understanding of the teaching and assessment of student writing.  Secondly, 
raters’ perceptions about the effectiveness of the scoring training were very positive across all 
grade level scoring groups.  What this means is that the training, including the content, materials, 
training personnel, and procedures, was appropriately designed and delivered in such a way that  
raters felt they were adequately prepared to score the assessment.   
 
The findings of this study support the continuation of a state level scoring process that enlists the 
participation of classroom teachers as a way to provide them with valuable training that relates 
positively to their classroom practices. 
 

STUDY IX:  The Effect of an Intensive Writing Instruction Assessment 
Preparation Program on Student Writing Proficiency 

Dr. Edward J. Bennett, Assistant Principal 
Omaha Central High School, Omaha, NE 

 
Introduction 
The purpose of this pretest-posttest two group comparative survey study was to determine 
whether an intensive writing instruction and assessment preparation program (IWIAPP) was 
effective in helping eighth-grade students improve their performance on the Nebraska Statewide 
Writing Assessment (NSWA). To help students succeed on the NSWA, the research district 
developed its own Fall District Writing Assessment (FDWA) which is administered to all 
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students in grades four, eight, and eleven each September. District personnel score the FDWA in 
a fashion consistent with the NSWA, and scores are reported to individual buildings to help 
inform the writing instruction in the weeks between FDWA and NSWA. From a study design 
perspective, FDWA and NSWA created a natural pretest posttest opportunity in which the 
effectiveness of a school’s writing preparation program could be measured and analyzed. The 
students who took part in this study were eighth graders attending a 950-student middle school 
that served students in grades five through eight. Although all students took part, Special 
Education students, ELL students, and all students not attending the research school during 
seventh grade were not included in the unit of analysis. In addition to FDWA and NSWA scores, 
the study also analyzed California Achievement Test language mechanics and language 
expression subtest Normal Curve Equivalence (NCE) scores from grades seven and eight and 
classroom behavior as measured by office referral and tardy to class frequencies. 
 
Methodology 
The Intensive Writing Instruction and Assessment Preparation Program (IWIAPP) was 
administered to all students whose scores ranged from 2 through 4 on the FDWA (N = 74) during 
regular classroom time by both of the research school’s eighth-grade language arts teachers.   
Identified students spent approximately 90 minutes per week participating in the program. The 
three unique characteristics of the program were: (a) explicit instruction on the writing process; 
(b) explicit instruction by the teacher on one trait of the Six Traits of Writing per week; and (c) 
consistent use of the Six Trait based State Assessment Scoring Rubric by students and teachers.  
 
Students whose scores ranged from 5 through 8 on the FDWA (N = 86) comprised the control 
group of the study. During regular classroom time, the control group students engaged in less 
structured assignments and followed a more standard language arts curriculum. Specifically, they 
wrote drafts of descriptive writing independently, worked on a portion of a poetry unit, and 
engaged in free reading of novels of their choosing.  
 
Findings 
Pretest to posttest gains made by IWIAPP students (N = 74) revealed significant improvement in 
writing performance on NSWA. The pretest FDWA score (M = 3.54, SD = .80) compared to the 
posttest NSWA writing score (M = 5.11, SD = .95) was statistically significantly different, t(72) 
= 12.13, p = .0001 (one-tailed), d = 1.79. Furthermore, 93% of IWIAPP students improved their 
scores from FDWA to NSWA.  
 
The control group of eighth-grade students (N = 86) also demonstrated significant pretest to 
posttest gains. The pretest FDWA writing score (M = 5.88, SD = .85) compared to the posttest 
NSWA writing score (M = 6.13, SD = .78) was statistically significantly different, t(84) = 2.37, p 
= .01 (one-tailed), d = .30.  
 
Despite the significant gains made from FDWA to NSWA, California Achievement Test 
language mechanics and language expression subtest Normal Curve Equivalence (NCE) scores 
dipped significantly for both groups in three of the four subtests. However, the achievement 
qualitative description of these scores at posttest remained in either the average or above average 
range for all participants. Furthermore, while a statistical difference between the groups of 
students was found for behavior measures, the second semester levels of office referrals and 
tardies to class observed would be considered low for middle school students in general.  
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Summary 
While not all IWIAPP students demonstrated proficiency at posttest, the overwhelming majority 
improved, which indicates the IWIAPP intervention succeeded in improving student writing. The 
results of the study also serve to underscore the value of the three underlying components of the 
IWIAPP intervention: explicit instruction in the writing process, explicit instruction in the use of 
a common language, and frequent references to a scoring rubric clarifying the definitions of 
effective writing. While it is unclear which of these components had the greatest impact on 
student performance, the results leave little doubt that the intervention as a whole revealed the 
codes of writing to the participants in a way that they internalized and applied with 
overwhelming success. The study’s results should encourage local and state education officials 
to consider implementing the IWIAPP intervention to help more struggling writers in middle 
schools across the research district and the state. 
 

CONCLUSIONS FOR STUDIES I-IX 
STARS . . . The First Five Years  
(Adapted from A STARS Symphony (in D Major) (Gallagher & Isernhagen, 2006)) 
Learning is hard, and it takes time. No one knows this better than Nebraska educators.  The past 
five years have been spent listening to educators around the state tell their stories of learning. 
Their words portray the journey of the implementation of the STARS Process. Nebraska 
educators have learned the bumps in the road and the challenges of becoming classroom leaders 
of assessment.  Teachers and leaders have had to listen, practice, learn, and grow—together.  
They have had to become experts in their own area and contributors to the new process.  They 
have become technical experts in assessment quality and design.   
 
Not all districts or schools have mastered the process.  Some have come a long way on the 
journey and others have a long way to go.  But when researchers analyzed the surveys and 
listened across the 600-plus interviews conducted, stories of both individual and collective talent 
emerged.   
 
Starting out, was a difficult process with a great deal of change as illustrated by this teacher, “So 
where do we begin? Do we assess every single standard?  Do we clump them together?”  
Teachers and leaders felt that they were not experts but then began to realize that others could 
provide guidance and training as shared by this staff developer, “Our primary role has been a 
facilitator of the design and refinement process . . . We really facilitate the process of both the 
development and the refinement of criterion referenced assessments.”  With some practice, and 
some patience, Nebraska educators began to see the possibilities and what they truly were 
capable of doing when acting in the best interest of students.    
 
As the knowledge and confidence of educators grew they began to see the rewards.  Of course, 
you still make mistakes; old habits die hard as a teacher shared, “We’re testing too much with 
pen and pencil and paper.”  It’s difficult to find time to learn new skills and implement them 
successfully.  But educators continue to learn and grow.  Slowly and together they began to 
realize they were more knowledgeable and therefore, able to develop the assessments needed to 
measure student achievement and use those measures to improve teaching and learning as shared 
by this superintendent, “I think our staff is light years ahead of where they used to be in 
developing assessments.  I think they think more about planning backwards.  In other words, 
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they say, ‘What are we assessing and then how do we get our student to that?’  I think they’re 
more concerned with what they’re assessing and how students are progressing.” 
 
This work is not easy, and not everyone catches on.  Sometimes, it seems you have too much 
data to use or that is readily available.  Districts and schools lacked the data management 
systems to provide timely feedback to teachers and students.  With practice, help, and lots of 
time, they learned how to use the information and the conversation to impact learning.   
 
Educators began to understand the value of assessment as stated by this Assessment Coordinator, 
“If we’re good assessors, if we really know where  students are and what their knowledge and 
skills are, then we can also identify the  gaps that they have and, if they are not meeting the 
assessment criteria, provide  additional instruction, reassess, and hopefully, we won’t have . . . 
students falling  through the cracks.  And that, to me, is the real goal of assessment, the real goal 
of the whole STARS process.” 
 
Achieving is about making a difference.  Knowing and reaching each learner is critical to 
achievement as explained by this teacher, “Instead of focusing on just what your objectives are, 
[classroom assessment] focuses on what your objectives are for each student.  In essence, then, I 
think that each student almost has an individual education plan.”  Educators are recognizing that 
“all students” includes those in special populations as illustrated by this assessment coordinator, 
“I think one of the strong, positive things about STARS is that we’ve disaggregated our data to 
see if we have any discrepancies in delivering services to special populations: SPED, Title I 
students, gender [ and so forth].  I remember a couple years ago . . . [we disaggregated] the 
SPED population. The day we got the data we were already having the think tank team and 
saying, ‘Why do we see this large of a discrepancy at this grade level?  What support services or 
what interventions can we provide to the students to help them increase their skill level?’” 
 
Sometimes, it’s about challenging students—moving them outside the familiar, the comfortable 
as a teacher shared, “It’s kind of raised my expectations for my students, even the lower ones.  
You have that expectation that they should get to a certain level by the end of the year.  So . . . 
my expectations for my students have risen since we’ve implemented STARS. I probably do a 
better job of teaching.”   
 
Additionally the work has impacted instructional practices in schools as shared by a 
superintendent, “What we’ve seen is that we went from the beginning of this process spending 
all of our time on curriculum and assessment development and nothing on the instructional piece.  
It was the curriculum assessment process.  And now it’s the curriculum, instruction and 
assessment process.  We’ve evolved to the point that we are now focusing on the instruction 
piece. We’re [working in] learning teams.  We’re focusing on strategies and interventions. So we 
have used data to be a driving force in interventions that we are providing and will continue to 
provide, and also a driving force in staff development.” 
 
Leadership has truly become distributed as referenced by this teacher, “Within my building, I’ve 
been a leader as far as helping other teachers understand the assessment process.  When they 
have a question as to how to administer a certain assessment, they would come to me and we 
would discuss how you go about doing that so that there is reliability and validity within the 
system, using the appropriate scoring guide, and just the approach that the teachers take and the 
ways in which the assessments are to be scored.” 
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Along the journey more educators see the lighted path to improving instruction for all students 
and commit to the continuous improvement as stated by this assessment coordinator, “STARS . . 
. has brought everybody together . . . so everybody is on the same page . . . .  We are all where 
we need to be and the kids are all where they need to be . . . everybody is more focused.”  
 
Instruction is more important than ever and educators have begun to understand that without the 
journey they could not have produced the same results.  They are colleagues, partners,  
co-creators — all pulling in the same direction as shared by this assessment coordinator, “You 
see teachers having more conversations about curriculum and instruction and assessment than 
ever before …I have been a teacher for a number of years.  [Before,] everybody did their own 
little thing—you know, you went in your room and you did it any way you chose as long as you 
covered basic things.  And now teachers are working together, which to me is more equitable for 
kids.” 
 
STARS…The Sixth Year 
The path to improved student achievement has not been without bumps in the road.  However, 
Nebraska educators have committed themselves to an improved assessment process and learning 
for all students. During the sixth year, educators continued their STARS journey with continued 
commitment and provided new stories about the STARS Process. These stories exhibited a range 
of perceptions that have changed over the last six years as growth within promotes growth in the 
system.  Assessment coordinators were positive about the STARS Process and the progress that 
was being made. This change in perception was due, in part, to the evidence of the instructional 
impact and improvement of student achievement. Finally, STARS has truly begun to impact the 
culture of schools and school districts across the state as shared by this superintendent, “. . . I 
think it has strengthened the culture of the district and strengthen the focus of the teachers of the 
district.  They will say that they are more focused. The ones [teachers] that we have put the most 
burdens on are the ones that are most in favor . . . .  ‘You give these teachers one more thing 
when they can’t possibly take [on] one more thing, but they take ownership for it and they walk 
out with more energy than they had before.’”  
 
Educators are acknowledging that some of the earlier issues that plagued STARS such as the 
amount of time required, the intimidation of the process, and the fear that tests would determine 
their jobs and the money their schools received are less existent now.  This was particularly 
evident as science teachers began developing and administering their assessments for the first 
time . . . the fear factor has disappeared.  Assessment literacy is not as prevalent in the discussion 
with leaders or teachers now that the initial development of most STARS assessments has been 
completed.  Both administrators and teachers emphasized that they were committed to building 
their own assessment competence and supported school-based teacher-led assessment.  Science 
teachers are new to the process, but many have been working for several years to get their 
assessments ready for the reporting year. Implementing assessments in science was an 
expectation and somewhat uneventful as was the arrival of a new statewide district assessment 
portfolio process introduced during the 2006-07 school year. School districts showcased their 
assessments, curriculum, and instruction to assessment experts in Nebraska and from across the 
nation.  Teams of experts visited all school districts. Most school districts demonstrated 
exceptional understanding of the STARS Process and showcased their own process based on the 
six quality criteria. The Peer Review Process also revealed isolated cases of non- involvement in 
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the STARS process. It became evident to schools during the Peer Review Process that all schools 
must be involved. Hands down, people preferred the new Peer Review Process over just 
submitting a portfolio to the state annually.  However, in some cases with consortium schools, 
educators did not feel that the evidence they provided to reviewers was valued due to the number 
of previous consortium schools visited.   
 
Overall, participants felt that the Department of Education had shown a tremendous amount of 
faith in the integrity of the Portfolio Review Process and indicated confidence in the STARS 
process.  There was a strong positive reaction to the review process as indicated by many 
educators who experienced anxiety about their preparation of their staff and students but 
indicated confidence in the process itself.  As the six quality criteria were reviewed across the 
state, Alignment was viewed by many educators as the impetus for change in schools as teachers 
and administrators interacted with a great deal of discussion regarding how “curriculum and 
assessments matched the standards”.  Sufficiency seemed to be one of the most complex criteria 
for districts to understand while a low level of understanding existed in the area of Clarity.   
 
In the area of Appropriateness, bias review was one of the stronger areas relative to the six 
quality criteria.  As with any new process, there were challenges.  Nebraska's rural districts are 
isolated and difficult to access, keeping a large enough group of reviewers trained and accessible 
to conduct annual reviews, scheduling the events for the day enough in advance so districts can 
adequately plan, and the challenge to work with districts in a consortia (write a common 
portfolio) was a problem for both reviewers and the districts being reviewed as some ratings 
within the consortia were not consistent.  Several schools who were first to be reviewed and 
received "pending" ratings, even though these could be rectified before the final submission, 
indicated frustration.  Overall, the process allowed districts to re-evaluate the work that had been 
done and the work that needs to be accomplished to reinforce student learning.  Next steps will 
need the support of leadership to continue to build upon the success of the process at the 
classroom level. 

 
Leadership has emerged as a keystone to the success of STARS.  A superintendent shared how 
leadership is critical to the use of data, "I’ve learned a long time ago if you measure it and you 
watch that data and you pay attention to it, it becomes important to everybody."  It is obvious to 
the researchers that the use of data in schools has increased over time and is impacting 
instruction on a daily basis.   The results of a study on the use of data by elementary principals 
conducted this year indicated that Nebraska principals most frequently involved their staff 
members in data analysis and that they were using disaggregated data.  However, principals in 
this study showed less frequent use of data for planning professional development and 
monitoring the school improvement process.  There were also lower scores in the areas of 
involving parents and community members in the process. Although some individual item scores 
were low, the overall results of the study seemed to indicate that the elementary principals were 
using data to a significant extent.  The NDE, the ESUs, and individual school districts should be 
commended for their work in not only generating data for accountability but for using data 
effectively, according to national standards, to improve their schools.   
 
Using data to determine learning gaps and interventions to address those gaps has been an 
important step in helping students become successful.  A rural elementary principal shared, "We 
have conversations after we look at our STARS scores.  Where are the gaps?  How are we going 
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to redirect our curriculum to fill the gaps? Where are our needs at?  . . . I mean we have to look at 
any given test results for gaps in learning and make adjustments in curriculum."  Focusing on 
data has helped to align curriculum and drive instruction in schools across Nebraska.  In addition 
to aligning and modifying curriculum for learners, educators want to identify the best 
instructional strategies and interventions to use so that all students can be successful.  A 
superintendent noted, "We study a lot of research.  I mean, we spend time looking at tried and 
proven research-based interventions that work.”  In order for the use of research to be successful 
it must be based on collaboration and communication which is evidenced by the use of 
professional learning communities as a means for formal collaboration about research and 
interventions.  But the largest change observed by researchers has been the focus upon learning 
rather than just teaching as shared by this superintendent, "the biggest change we’ve had to do in 
education, and it’s probably of our teachers, is that we’re trying to teach for learning as opposed 
to just teaching.”   
 
Teaching for learning has been evidenced by the fact that district criterion-referenced measures 
continue to show growth over time in the areas of reading and math from 2001 to 2006.  District 
norm-referenced measures have generally increased in reading for fourth, eighth, and eleventh 
grades.  District math norm-referenced measures have increased for grade four and slightly 
increased for grades eight, and eleven.   
 
Additionally, district achievement data results for the Statewide Writing Assessment indicated 
that fourth, eighth, and eleventh graders made gains in the pre/post comparisons on the Statewide 
Writing Assessment.  The writing data, fourth grade comparing data from 2002 to 2004, and 
eighth grade comparing data from 2003 to 2004, revealed strong gains at both grades.  This may 
reflect the involvement of many school districts that used Six Trait Writing preceding the formal 
statewide writing assessment process.  Students at the eighth and eleventh grades continued to 
show growth on their writing scores from 2004 to 2006.  However, fourth-grade scores dropped 
slightly in 2005 to 2006 with an overall gain from 2002 to 2006 of 6.91%.  Not only are scores 
for writing improving, but teachers involved in the scoring of statewide writing are also reaping 
great professional growth benefits from the scoring experience as revealed in a new sixth-year 
study. First, the scoring experience was perceived by a majority of the raters as a valuable 
professional development opportunity that contributes to their knowledge and understanding of 
the teaching and assessment of student writing.  Secondly, raters’ perceptions about the 
effectiveness of the scoring training were very positive across all grade level scoring groups.  
The scoring training, including the content, materials, training personnel, and procedures, was 
appropriately designed and delivered in such a way that raters felt they were adequately prepared 
to score the assessment.   
 
Teachers reported learning about writing through training and some teachers were implementing 
interventions to improve writing for students.  A writing intervention study revealed the 
overwhelming majority of students improved their writing when these three valuable 
components were used: explicit instruction in the writing process, explicit instruction in the use 
of a common language, and frequent references to a scoring rubric clarifying the definitions of 
effective writing. While it is unclear which of these components had the greatest impact on 
student performance, the results leave little doubt that the intervention as a whole revealed the 
codes of writing to the participants in a way that they internalized and applied with 
overwhelming success.  
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While teachers were learning and implementing interventions and students were increasing their 
performance, a belief system change was underway. Many educators were changing their 
thoughts about the impact of failure for students and have embraced the concept that “failure is 
not an option” (Blankstein, 2004) for their students.  A change in belief systems was evident in 
many schools as one superintendent shared, "We have bought into the failure is not an option 
concept!  We’ve done some things in terms of our grading policy, to enhance student learning.  
And we’re working with our teachers to change a mindset about how students are graded in this 
district.  In other words, I have told the teachers in this district that have given students zeroes for 
not turning in homework . . . that is not an option.”  This change in beliefs has also yielded a 
change of attitudes relative to special populations and their ability to learn as a result of the 
STARS. An elementary, special education teacher shared, "We go back again and we look at it, 
work on it again and try to come at it from a little bit different angle.”  While the ELL and SPED 
student district average scores were not as strong as the district average student scores for all 
students, they were increasing in all instances.  The reading scores for SPED students reflected 
strong positive change in all areas.  ELL students at the fourth and eighth grade were somewhat 
stronger than for the eleventh-grade students.  This trend could relate to the difficulty of ELL 
students mastering English as a second language when they are older. There have been changes 
in classroom teachers’ perceptions relative to special populations and their ability to learn as 
stated by this elementary SPED teacher, “The STARS data has really helped make us 
accountable for all kids not just for a select few.” 
 
Special populations do create a unique set of needs that challenge classroom teachers daily.   
SPED and ELL teachers emphasized some of the similarities and differences.  Mobility was a 
major issue for ELL that impacted record keeping and increased truancy.  Communicating with 
second language students and parents, creating cultural understanding and providing appropriate 
accommodations made a positive difference for students in some communities.   
 
The sixth-year study uncovered several differences in the perceptions between rural and non-
rural educators.  Turn around time in implementing changes for non-rural schools can be a major 
obstacle because they require more lead time due to the size of the districts as opposed to rural 
schools that were able to make changes much more quickly.   Various activities related to the 
assessment process were completed in very different ways based on the size of districts.  Many 
non-rural schools contracted for the development of specific assessment items and their 
assessment systems were viewed as much more sophisticated while rural schools lacked the 
funds to do such contracting and thus were in need of training within their own ESU or district 
for developing assessments.  Rural leaders and teachers were more likely to indicate that 
professional development, ongoing assessment training, data retreats, identification of 
interventions and training in instructional strategies were provided by the ESU while non-rural 
schools tended to provide their own professional development and assessment literacy training.   
In rural schools there was evidence that some leaders new to their position and to the STARS 
Process were in need of training as they lacked an understanding for the value of STARS. 
Finally, non-rural school districts had the expertise of curriculum and assessment experts while 
rural schools were pooling funds for such a leader or lacked the funds to provide such services.  
Assessment coordinators in rural schools were found to wear many hats. Many non-rural leaders 
have become more concerned about developing their own district/school-based policies that are 
yielding a greater focus on the monitoring and reporting of student data and, in turn, upon 
increasing student achievement.  Rural teachers continued to emphasize the importance of 
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resources, services, training, and record keeping as the key to successful implementation of 
STARS. 
 
Tracking STARS assessment performance and record keeping continues to be a place for growth 
in the STARS Process. Technology is a viable tool for use in assessment as it provides increased 
speed in providing end results for students, aids teachers in identifying problems with assessment 
questions, and for changing assessments quickly that paper/pencil does not allow.  Careful 
selection of the way that technology is used for assessment is critical as a great deal of classroom 
assessment needs to be performance based.  Results from a technology survey administered this 
year indicated that STARS assessment leaders in Nebraska schools recognized the potential 
impact of technology on the assessment process, but at this point do not extensively make use of 
dedicated or locally developed software, although this may be occurring in larger districts or 
consortiums. It appeared that, among school personnel who work with the STARS assessment 
process, technology was viewed as having a positive impact.  Schools have indicated that grant 
support for the implementation of technology and training of school staff would likely have a 
significant impact on the quality, usefulness, and value of the assessment process.   
 
Overall educators continue to grow and act in the best interests of students, even new mandates 
will not impact the journey as illustrated by this superintendent, “It doesn’t matter what system 
they throw at us.  The process that we have in place is a good process and we’ll be able to make 
it adapt and work for whatever the case is because its child centered.  And as long as it remains 
child-centered, we’re going to be OK.  It’s not perfect.  It’s going to change.  We know that.  We 
expect that.  We expect to improve every year.  I mean . . . you know, that’s the expectation that 
we have for our kids; that’s the expectation that we have for ourselves.” 
 
Of course, many Nebraska schools are far from the pinnacle of meeting the needs of every 
student.  However, for the schools in the sixth-year study there has been growth—at varying 
rates and in various ways.  Districts have made new strides toward putting the pieces together 
and creating cultures of continuous improvement.  You can hear it in their voices as they tell 
their stories and envision it as they lead you on their journey.  Learning is hard and it takes a 
long time, but as the pathway becomes more visible and educators meet with greater success, 
you still see even in those districts making the greatest growth in student achievement, the desire 
to revise their processes and interventions.  However far along the pathway they might be, the 
growth and change is never really complete.    
 
The path to improved student achievement has not been without bumps in the road, but Nebraska 
educators have committed themselves to an improved assessment process and learning for all 
students.  
 
Blankstein, A. M. (2004).  Failure is not an option. Thousand Oaks, CA:  Corwin Press. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

These recommendations remain from previous studies: 
1. Continue to educate various constituencies about the nature and purposes of STARS.  

Focus special attention on local media and educators. 
2. Continue to sponsor a “leaders of learning” academy for principals and superintendents. 
3. Assist all districts in moving toward a K-12 focused standard, assessment and reporting 

process to ensure ownership at all grade levels.  
4. Help districts to develop quality, seamless instruction especially for students not meeting 

the standards.   
5. Design a system of tracking students of mobility to ensure that assessment data stays with 

the student.   
 

New recommendations based on 2006-07 study: 
6. Work collaboratively with ESUs to provide professional development for all teachers on 

instructional interventions for students (i.e., not mastering the standards, special 
populations).   

7. Work collaboratively with ESUs to provide data training for leaders for informing decision 
making.   

8. Provide leadership to help districts connect standards to appropriate grading and reporting 
systems.    

9. Research the assessment literacy knowledge and skills provided by higher education for 
teachers entering the field.  

10. Research student and parent perceptions and their involvement in the STARS process.  
11. Work collaboratively with ESUs to provide professional development about assessment for 

new teachers.    
12. Designate a person(s) that coordinates assessment, instruction, curriculum, and school 

improvement for each school district. 
13. In the portfolio review process, provide more time and standardize schedule for reviewers 

to assess the quality of the assessments within each district.  
14. Provide training that provides consistency for members of consortiums in the portfolio 

review process.  
15. NDE needs to find ways to train and involve new educators on an annual basis as portfolio 

reviewers in order to build capacity in school districts for continuous growth.     
16. Continue the state writing scoring process that enlists the participation of classroom 

teachers as a way to provide them with valuable training that relates positively to their 
classroom practices. 

17. Continue grant support for implementing technology and training which will provide 
significant impact on quality, usefulness and value of the assessment process.  

18. Work collaboratively with school districts to combine portfolio review and school 
improvement visits, etc. to minimize disruptions for school districts.  
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CHARTING STARS: 

PATHWAYS TO EXCELLENCE 
Section 3:  Research Studies 

 
Study 1:  Nebraska-led Portfolio Peer Review Process 

 
 

 
 

“Processes are people, not just the process.” 
A non-rural research coordinator 

 

Study 1:  Nebraska-led Portfolio Peer Review Process 
Dr. Jody Isernhagen, Associate Professor, University of Nebraska-Lincoln 
Dr. Shirley Mills, Assistant Professor, University of Texas-Pan American 

 
INTRODUCTION 

The sixth-year primary study was a mixed-methods research design using both quantitative and 
qualitative data.  The purpose of the study was to examine the new Nebraska-led Portfolio Peer 
Review Process and district educator perceptions of the technical quality of their district 
assessments according to the six quality assessment criteria (Plake & Impara, 2000): 

• The assessments reflect the state/local standards. 
• Students have the opportunity to learn. 
• The assessments are free of bias and insensitive situations. 
• The assessments are at the appropriate level. 
• The assessments are reliably scored. 
• The assessment mastery levels are appropriately set. 

 
The portfolio review consisted of teams of two state-trained assessment experts that visited each 
school district within the state.  The assessment reviewers read the previous district portfolio and 
the recommended changes for improvement from past years.  The visiting team then went to 
their assigned district, reviewed the evidence of assessment quality using on the six quality 
assessment quality indicators, and provided formative feedback to the district.  Two external 
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assessment experts located in each of the regional areas assisted the peer review teams by 
answering questions. A summative rating will appear in the State of the Schools Report in 2007.   

 
RESEARCH DESIGN 

This mixed-methods research study focused upon the Nebraska-led Assessment Portfolio Review 
Process. The K-12 District Internal Portfolio Review Team members were surveyed prior to the 
portfolio external review.  Each district was asked to distribute up to ten surveys, as appropriate, 
to internal review team members.  Of the 254 Nebraska school districts in 2007, 179 districts 
(70% of districts) returned surveys for the Comprehensive Evaluation Research Study. Of the 
179 districts responding, surveys from 23 districts were disallowed because they returned 
surveys after their portfolio review.  Of the 156 districts responding within the prescribed 
timeframe, 6% were non-rural and 94% were rural.  For the purpose of this research, Nebraska 
public school districts were divided into two classifications, non-rural and rural, based on 
population characteristics unique to Nebraska.  Non-rural districts were defined as metro-area 
districts in large and mid-sized cities, large towns, and the urban fringe.  All other districts are 
classified as rural.  Of the 254 public school districts in 2006-07, 5% were non-rural and 95% 
were rural.  
 
Participants responded to the 49-item survey (Appendix D) using a five-point Likert scale for 
each item, with “1” representing “none of the time,” “2” “very little of the time,” “3” “some of 
the time,” “4” “most of the time,” “5” “all of the time.”  The survey was structured to explore six 
themes: Alignment, Sufficiency, Clarity, Appropriateness, Scoring Procedures, and Summarizing 
the Review Process. 
 
Secondly, open-ended interviews were conducted in two districts in each of four geographical 
areas identified by the Nebraska Department of Education (NDE) for the training of reviewers.  
Detailed views were collected about the Nebraska-led Portfolio Peer Review Process in the 
sample districts.  The interview protocol for the District Internal Portfolio Review Team 
(Appendix E) was used to gather qualitative data.  Eight sample districts were purposefully 
selected based on geographical area, district class, and district free and reduced lunch rate.  
Thirty-nine (39) individual interviews and one focus group interview (comprised of six 
educators) were conducted statewide during the 2006-07 school year.  Three additional themes—
Support for the Peer Review Process, Challenges, and New Learnings—emerged from the 
qualitative interviews.   
 

Instruments 
The STARS survey (Appendix D) was designed by the researchers to collect perceptions about 
the new Nebraska-led Portfolio Review Process and the six quality criteria. The survey examined 
the areas of (1) Alignment, (2) Sufficiency, (3) Clarity, (4) Appropriateness, (5) Scoring 
Procedures, and (6) Summarizing the Review Process.  Participants responded to the 49-item 
survey on a five-point Likert scale for each item, with “1” representing “none of the time,” “2” 
“very little of the time,” “3” “some of the time,” “4” “most of the time,” and “5” “all of the 
time.”  Analysis of variance was used to compare mean scores of the survey data.  
 
The STARS Research Interview Protocol (Appendix E) consisted of demographic information 
about participants and ten questions for the selected members of the Internal Portfolio Review 
Team. These questions targeted the participants’ perceptions of each of the six quality criteria, 
their preparation and initial thoughts of the review process, and any new learnings based on the 
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process.  Probes were identified for interviewers to use with each question. Interviewers were 
provided a STARS Interview Manual and received training to conduct the interviews. 

 
RESULTS 

Six categories were identified from the Nebraska-led Portfolio Review Process 
Survey conducted prior to the visit of the experts.  They were rated by 
participants on a “1” to “5” Likert scale with “5” being the highest.  Noted in 
the graph is the mean, lowest and highest score per category. 

 

 
 

Theme 1:  Alignment (Survey Questions 1-8) 
In the area of Alignment for all respondents, responses ranged from 4.55 to 4.84 with an 
average of 4.69 on the Likert scale with “1” representing “none of the time” and “5” 
representing “all of the time.”  The total area of Alignment was not significant for leaders 
and teachers.   
 
The strongest item rated by all respondents within the Alignment category was “districts 
involved staff in the alignment of assessments to standards (4.84).”  Respondents also indicated 
that “districts’ assessment items or tasks reflected a match to the appropriate standards (4.74)” 
and “there is a documentation process for alignment of assessments to standards (4.74).”  
 
In the area of Alignment for all respondents, the lowest rated area was “districts had a list of 
specifications mapping the assessment items to the standards in order to show which items 
assessed which standards (4.55).”  
 
The survey reliability statistic (Cronbach’s Alpha) for the Alignment section of the survey was 
0.776.  

Figure 1.  Nebraska-led Portfolio Peer Review Process 
Survey Category Average Scores
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Alignment Discussion 
The strongest perception from all respondents indicated that “district involved staff in the 
alignment of the assessments to standards.” Middle school teachers rated this question 
significantly lower than all other groups of teachers (p=.036).  

• A female rural fourth grade teacher stated how staff was involved with aligning 
standards, “I know that they went through and unpacked the standard, looked at all the 
benchmarks and then tried to locate some of the teaching materials we were using already 
and used those to develop the assessment that we give now.”  

Females tended to rate this question significantly higher than males (p=.051).   
• A female rural Assessment Coordinator shared their process of matching assessments to 

standards, “We have a pretty thorough process in terms of matching assessments to 
standards.  We go through the unpacking of the standards process where we actually talk 
about what skills and knowledge do students need to have in order to be considered a 
proficient student in regard to the standards.  Those are long, intense conversations 
because once we determine what skills and knowledge are necessary for the proficient 
level, then we move on to the beginning, progressing, and advanced levels.  …Probably 
the most important piece in that alignment is getting those assessments in front of various 
eyes.”   

The item of “district involved staff in alignment of assessments to standards” was not 
significant for leaders. 
 

Another item rated high by respondents indicated that “district assessment items/tasks 
reflect a match to the appropriate standards.”  This question was significant based on years 
of experience in education.   Teachers with more years of experience in education tended to rate 
this item higher than teachers with less years experience.   

• As indicated by this superintendent, alignment was the very foundation of the building of 
the STARS process, “I think that the alignment is number one for a reason, I mean you 
really have to start with that foundation, and so the process was very healthy for us in that 
we did make some modifications with our curriculum of what we taught and when we 
taught it by going through that process.” 

 
Survey respondents were also strong in their perception that “there is a documentation 
process for alignment of assessments to standards.”   

• This is illustrated by a female rural assessment coordinator that stated, “Years ago, when 
we first started this process, long before the state mandated assessment, we designed a 
system that identified where content was taught, matched content to standards, and 
determined an assessment system that allowed us to assess at the point of instruction.  
Through the years we have continued to review that content and alignment to make 
certain things are still on track.  We’ve made lots of adjustments.” 

 

The survey item indicating that “district had assessment items reviewed by external 
personnel” was found to be significant for leaders (p=.026) by years of experience in 
education.  Leaders with more years of experience rated this question higher while those 
with fewer years of experience rated it lower.   
 
In the area of Alignment for all respondents, the area with the lowest score on the survey 
was “district has a list of specifications for mapping the assessment items to the standards 
in order to show which items assessed which standards.” Evidence from this study supported 
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this conclusion as there were only two references to a table of specifications by non-rural 
coordinators.   

• A non-rural research coordinator stated, “We begin our assessment process by developing 
a table of specifications.  That’s a grade level table of specifications generally written by 
teachers . . . .”   

• A non-rural assessment coordinator shared, “We send out our table of specifications to 
the item writers and that’s what they begin their work from.  They understand building a 
variety of types of items.”  

 
In the Alignment discussion during interviews, educators indicated that alignment was the 
impetus for change in schools as teachers and administrators interacted with a great deal of 
discussion regarding how “curriculum and assessments matched the standards.”   

• A rural superintendent shared, “You walk into any classroom, in any one of these sites, 
and you’re going to see standards and assessment curriculum books out, laying out, 
laying open, it’s not just because its spring and we have to assess.  They really use them.”   

• A female rural assessment coordinator shared, “I think the one thing that districts may be 
overlooking is changes in curriculum.  Once they establish an assessment schedule, they 
live with it rather than realizing that if I change the curriculum, I’ve now changed 
delivery of the content, possibly have changed where content is delivered.  In that case, 
my assessments, either my assessment schedule or the way I assess have to change.”   

 
While there has been a great deal of matching of curriculum to standards and standards to 
assessments, there is some fear expressed by leaders that the curriculum could be easily 
narrowed by this process.   

• A rural superintendent shared, “Programs drive a lot of your curriculum and the thing that 
we’re trying at this point is to just make sure we haven’t narrowed the curriculum so 
much that we are just only on the standards because we know those are the minimum.”   

 
Alignment Recommendations 

During the interviews, participants were asked if they had recommendations to make to other 
school districts regarding each of the survey category areas.   

• For Alignment, a K-12 articulated curriculum leads to success as illustrated by this 
female rural assessment coordinator, “Our teachers know our curriculum.  I think that’s 
the key . . . .   I guess my recommendation is that you need to have a K-12 articulated 
curriculum.” 

• A rural assessment coordinator shared the importance of unpacking the standards so that 
there was a clear understanding of skills and knowledge for determining proficiency.  She 
stated, “It’s definitely the unpacking of the standards discussion.  They have to have a 
very clear understanding of what skills and knowledge they as a local district believe are 
essential in determining proficiency to a standard.”   

• A fourth-grade teacher shared that constant monitoring is necessary for the assessments 
to be the best that they can be.  She stated, “There have been several changes.  Each year 
when the teachers notice something, then they change that to make it better.” 

• Several of the interview participants emphasized that involving special population 
teachers is critical to the alignment process as stated by this female rural assessment 
coordinator, “SPED and ELL can really bring valuable things to those discussions.  When 
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you always include them, they carry out what is the intent of things, and the alignment, 
and the instruction is so much better.”  

• A rural superintendent emphasized the importance of involving all teachers in 
professional learning discussions as she shared, “I think the teachers own those groups 
[grade level groups] now, and I really think they’re as close to PLC’s as what we’re 
going to get with the professional learning community concept in that they are by and 
large curriculum scope and sequence, and standards and assessment based.  They look at 
students’ work and they use student work and data.”  

• An assessment coordinator emphasized that training and support to understand the table 
of specifications and its use is needed, “We use infinite campus as the reporting system 
and it’s a very sophisticated, detailed program.  I spend a great deal of my time training 
teachers and principals on how to pull that data on individuals, on groups of kids, by 
teams of teachers in buildings, and then drilling down to individual strand level data on 
kids related to these assessments.  We have a link directly to the table of specifications, 
so they can hold the table of specs next to the pattern of performance by their kids and 
can in real time adjust their instruction.”    

 
Theme 2:  Sufficiency (Survey Questions 9-13) 

In the area of Sufficiency for all respondents, responses ranged from 4.51 to 4.76 with an 
average of 4.63 on the Likert scale with “1” representing “none of the time” and “5” 
representing “all of the time.”  The total category of Sufficiency was not significant for 
leaders or teachers.   
 
The strongest perception from all respondents was for the items “district reviewed the 
assessment items/tasks for sufficiency results (4.76)” and “assessment items/tasks are distributed 
across all performance levels (4.71).”    
 
In the area of Sufficiency for all respondents, the areas with the lowest score were “assessment 
items/tasks use a variety of appropriate formats (4.51)” and “assessment items/tasks include 
higher order thinking skills (4.53).”   
 
The survey reliability statistic (Cronbach’s Alpha) for the Sufficiency section of the survey was 
0.815. 
 

Sufficiency Discussion 
The strongest perception from all respondents indicated that “district reviewed the 
assessment items/tasks for sufficiency results.”  Male leaders (p=.004) and middle school 
principals (.007) tended to rate this item higher than did their counterparts. 

• A rural assessment coordinator stated, “Sufficiency’s been an interesting piece. We all 
wrote assessments with no understanding of sufficiency.  So that’s been a learning 
opportunity . . . teachers are a lot more assessment literate than they used to be.” 

 
Another Sufficiency item on the survey that participants rated strongly was that 
“assessment items/tasks are distributed across all performance levels.” 

• This rural superintendent shared, “The sufficiency piece is one of those statistical 
components that I learned more about as we went through sufficiency.  I certainly did not 
have an adequate knowledge base about making a good assessment prior to the whole 
STARS piece, as we tended to have most of our questions in the very lowest level or in 
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the very highest level, and did not have a good distribution among beginning, 
progressing, proficient, and advanced.”   

• A rural fourth-grade teacher added, “They [teachers] have gone through and designated 
which questions are at the beginning level based on what a beginning student can do.  
And then they wrote the rubric for those so they were able to determine what a beginning 
student should be able to do and did this all the way to the advanced level.” 

 

In the area of Sufficiency for all respondents, the area with the lowest score was 
“assessment items/tasks use a variety of appropriate formats.” Leaders with more years of 
experience tended to rate the item stronger than leaders with less years of experience.   

• A non-rural assessment coordinator shared, “We’ll obviously try to pay attention to the 
process of doing vertical articulation with our curriculum, so that is going to be the key to 
appropriately placing where the items are.  We’re not completely at that point yet, so 
what we’ve done is to make sure that at least in the grades that we are accountable to 
report, that we’re making sure that those items are appropriate.” 

 
Another Sufficiency survey item that scored low was “assessment items/tasks include 
higher order thinking skills.”  This low rating was supported by the fact that large non-rural 
districts sometimes rely on outside agencies to develop assessment items for sufficiency.  

• A non-rural assessment coordinator stated, “We send out our table of specifications to 
the item writers and that’s what they begin their work from.  They understand building a 
variety of types of items.  All those factors go into his or her item development but the 
sufficiency part, we know that there are certain items that have certain values.  That’s 
why it’s so important for us to have BUROS involved, because they will then take us 
through the process of insuring that we have enough items that accurately measure 
students at their appropriate performance level.”  

• A rural superintendent supported the need for outside assistance when looking at 
sufficiency by stating, “Maybe that’s why it was so difficult for us, now that I think about 
it [Sufficiency].  Seek outside help, unless you’re a really large district. I think if you’re 
small you need that.”    

• Another rural superintendent indicated agreement as to the level of complexity required 
to develop adequate numbers of questions at each level, “I think that’s a pretty tall order 
to ask an outside reviewer to come in and look at the specificity of our questions 
throughout to see if they’re really beginning,  progressing . . . . ”   

• On the other hand, this rural assessment coordinator indicated when developing 
questions, “They [teachers] have the Blooms Taxonomy list in front of them and the level 
definitions, and they start to look at this as the content we want.  So they have that when 
they’re writing assessments.” 

 
Sufficiency Recommendations 

During the interviews, participants were asked if they had recommendations to make to other 
school districts regarding each of the survey category areas.   

• For the category of Sufficiency, a rural assessment coordinator shared the value of 
student feedback, “I think that the openness to how students react to assessment items is 
an extremely important point here.  It is also a fine line.  Teachers need to have the best 
interests of their students’ learning as much as they can and not what would be a question 
they would get correct, because those are two different things.” 
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• Creating items across different performance levels is not an easy task as shared by this 
rural assessment coordinator, “Well, I think that you would need to make sure that there 
is somewhat a balance of items across all levels.  In other words, I don’t want to see one 
beginning, three progressing, six proficient, and five advanced.” 

• Teachers gained better insight about the importance of questions by performance levels 
as noted by this rural assessment coordinator, “One of the things that they [External 
Team] recommended, which I already knew, but the teachers that were part of this review 
had to hear from someone besides myself, was we have to have better performance level 
definitions.” 

• Some districts were concerned about the discrepancy between norm-referenced and 
criterion-referenced results as indicated by this rural superintendent, “What we had was a 
serious mismatch between CRTs and NRTs.  That was a bad thing because our kids were 
glowing with STARS.”  

• A non-rural assessment coordinator shared, “I think that the issue of sufficiency on 
locally developed assessments needs to be addressed by people other than your 
teachers….  I’m not saying that teachers are not capable of developing those types of 
items, but it’s helpful to have some folks from the outside to take a look at it.”  

 
Theme 3:  Clarity (Survey Questions 14-21) 

In the area of Clarity for all respondents, responses ranged from 3.58 to 4.76 with an 
average of 4.26 on the Likert scale with “1” representing “none of the time” and “5” 
representing “all of the time.” The total category of Clarity was not significant for leaders 
and teachers.    
 
The strongest perception from all respondents indicated that “assessment directions for students 
are clear (4.76).”     
 
In the area of Clarity for all respondents, the two items that scored the lowest were “district 
provides parents with reports that gave an appropriate explanation of assessment results (3.58)” 
and “district sends individual reports to parents each school year (3.74).”   
 
The survey reliability statistic (Cronbach’s Alpha) for the Clarity section of the survey was 
0.683. 
 

Clarity Discussion 
The strongest perception from all respondents indicated that “assessment directions for 
students are clear.” Leaders with more years of experience also rated assessment directions 
for students higher than other leaders (p=.014).   

• A fourth-grade teacher shared, “We have team meetings that we discuss those 
[directions], usually we would find something that might not have been quite clear to the 
students and they may have questioned it.  And we would mark that down and bring it 
back to the committee again.  The following summer they would improve upon that, and 
the same way with teacher directions.”  

• Another fourth-grade teacher emphasized, “I think that really comes from working with 
the group and giving the assessments and then each year reading them over and making 
sure that they still make sense to you and to the student.  That’s kind of what we’ve done 
when we get together. We talk about that.” 
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Leaders recognized that directions for students and teachers were critical to the success of 
administering assessments. 

• Those involved in online assessment administration also indicated that directions need to 
be clear for students as shared by this rural female assessment coordinator, “So the 
directions in the online system are on the screen when a teacher looks at the test.  But 
contained in there are teacher directions so that teachers know these are the directions 
you are to use and you are bound by these directions.” 

• In non-rural schools it is important that all persons administering assessments receive 
specific instructions as shared by this non-rural research coordinator shared, “We do have 
a set of directions that are sent out to the buildings, one per person administering the 
assessment including those that are giving the special needs students’ assessments related 
to their IEPs.  . . . Each year when we print assessments for that year, we go back and re-
evaluate whether we have all of the information that we need.  We’re continually 
updating or making minor changes from things that we observe in the schools.”  

 

The two items within Clarity with the lowest ratings were “district provides parents with 
reports that give an appropriate explanation of assessment results” and “district sends 
individual reports to parents each school year.”  

• This is evidenced by this female rural assessment coordinator’s statement indicating that 
they really don’t provide evidence to parents when she stated, “Not really. I just think it’s 
important to notify parents.  I know as a parent, I would have liked to have that 
information on my children.”  

• A female rural assessment coordinator indicated that parents sometimes get reports at 
varying levels within the school district, “Parents get reports at the end of eighth grade.  
So usually at the ninth-grade parent teacher conference, there is a table set up and there 
are graphed reports that show student performance on all of the eighth grade standards.  
We do the same thing for senior parents because by then juniors have finished their 
testing.”   

• A female rural assessment coordinator shared, “We have a letter that goes home in report 
cards at the end of the year that shows performance for all standards.” 

• Some districts are constantly adding and refining their reporting to parents as stated by 
this female rural assessment coordinator, “Well this is our first year of actually reporting 
this.  In the past we did it at the grade level, parent-teacher conferences.  The teachers 
would share that information with them . . . .  As far as actually having something to give 
them, some teachers made their own, but it wasn’t happening district-wide like it is now.”   

 
Although these two lowest items were rated the lowest on the survey, elementary teachers 
rated both items, “district sends individual reports to parents each school year (p=.022)” 
and “district provides parents with reports that give an appropriate explanation of 
assessment results (p=.008)” significantly higher than all other teacher categories.  

• A female fourth-grade teacher stated, “They’ve been reporting the writing for quite a few 
years, the writing scores that come back. We input our scores into the computer and now 
have a way of printing those off for the parents.”  

• A rural superintendent shared, “Report cards are translated.  Parent meetings are 
translated.  I would say there’s more of a personal involvement prior to giving the 
assessments or trying to explain to the families what this was about and why we’re doing 
it.  . . . We might make a phone call, we might handwrite a note, we might talk to the kids 
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more about it so that they can explain this to their parents, and they might translate the 
information.”  

 
In the interviews, teachers and school leaders addressed student feedback thoroughly when 
examining different audiences that needed to have information about assessment performance.   

• A male non-rural assessment coordinator shared, “We report assessment results. There 
are obviously different audiences so you don’t report the same to each of the audiences.”  

• A rural middle school teacher stated, “Usually, our school district does have a report card 
that is really pretty cool, and they send that out to students that have taken the 
assessments, to let parents and students know how they’ve done on assessment scores.  I 
actually like to talk to the kids about it after they get done.”  

• A female rural assessment coordinator stated, “Teachers pass the assessments back and 
let students see their results on those.  . . . But they pass those back and go over them 
which is a very important part of the process, I think.   

 
In some non-rural districts, educators addressed individual learning plans that were developed 
for students not meeting the standards. 

• This non-rural assessment coordinator shared, “Now any student, who is not progressing, 
has an individual learner plan in our district.  It should not come as a surprise to a parent 
when we get to the next grade level of testing that this child has needed additional 
assistance.  Every building has a pyramid of intervention and that kid is plugged into that 
pyramid of intervention, so the communication is pretty intense.  And the parents know 
all the way through.” 

 
A number of districts mentioned that STARS assessments become a part of the grades assigned 
to students at the end of a reporting period.  Therefore, students are concerned with success on 
assessments. 

• This female middle school teacher shared, “Well, for the students, we incorporate this as 
part of their grades.  So they get it back.  They see it on their grade.  We don’t feel that 
children respond too well where they don’t understand the purpose.”   

• In the online environment students are provided with immediate feedback as shared by 
this female rural assessment coordinator, “Students get assessment results the moment 
they hit the submit button.  On the screen, they get a blue screen that will immediately 
identify their proficiency level for them.  And we joke about telling them about reread, 
check your answers before you click submit.  Many of them click submit and then cross 
their fingers and squeeze their eyes shut and go, ‘oh please, please, please.’  And when 
the score comes up, if it’s proficient or advanced, they jump out of their seats, ‘hurray, 
hurray.’  So, they get instant feedback.” 

 

Clarity Recommendations 
During the interviews, participants were asked if they had recommendations to make to other 
school districts regarding each of the survey category areas.   

• Due to the mountain of paperwork generated when administering assessments and 
analyzing assessment data in a large school district, many districts have begun 
conversations about using an online format for their paper-pencil assessments as shared 
by a non-rural assessment coordinator, “We’re going to pilot the online assessment in the 
fall.  We handle thousands and thousands of pieces of paper.  I’ve got data analysts who 
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are spending hours scanning forms, and that’s probably not the best use of their time.  So 
for bigger districts, I would maybe take a look at how you can simplify the process for 
large populations.”  

• A rural superintendent stated, “Having a site coordinator to actually get the test 
certificate, bring it up and test those kids has been huge.  It’s like a proctor, if you will, 
and we have a set of protocol that they use when they administer a test.  So I’m very 
comfortable that the administration from the teachers’ point of view is pretty consistent.”   

 
The area of Clarity was defined by providing assessment directions for both students and 
teachers to assure assessments were administered uniformly across the district. This was evident 
in a number of ways.  Some districts have continually refined and improved their directions for 
students and teachers.  There are many different types of reports being generated for various 
audiences, the most important were those prepared for parents and students. Therefore, a great 
deal of evidence was available to the interviewers about the assessment directions used by school 
districts as well as information provided about how districts report. Although interviewers asked 
for recommendations about the area of Clarity, very little new information was collected as there 
was limited discussion in this area.   
 

Theme 4:  Appropriateness (Survey Questions 22-28) 
In the area of Appropriateness for all respondents, responses ranged from 4.71 to 4.90 with 
an average of 4.76 on the Likert scale with “1” representing “none of the time” and “5” 
representing “all of the time.”  The total category of Appropriateness was not significant 
for leaders and teachers.   
 
The strongest perception from all respondents indicated “assessments were screened for fairness, 
bias, and sensitivity (4.90).”  
 
In the area of Appropriateness for all respondents, the lowest item was the “assessments 
demonstrate an increase of expectation from one grade level to the next (4.71);” “assessments are 
appropriate for the assessed grade level (4.72);” and “assessments indicated our expectations for 
the students (4.72).” 
 
The survey reliability statistic (Cronbach’s Alpha) for the Appropriateness section of the survey 
was 0.862. 
 

Appropriateness Discussion 
In the area of Appropriateness for all respondents, the lowest rated item was “assessments 
demonstrate an increase of expectation from one grade level to the next (4.71).”  

• A rural female assessment coordinator shared, “But we did a review.  I don’t feel we did 
an adequate enough one because we didn’t have adjoining grade levels.  And I think 
that’s a really important part of that . . . . ”  

• Another rural female assessment coordinator shared, “We lay the assessments out, 
particularly what we call the NCLB pieces, the third, fifth, sixth, seventh.  And so we 
honestly lay the assessments down on a table side by side.  Let’s read the third-grade one 
because 3.1.1, 4.1.1, 5.1.1 all measure the same thing, main idea and supporting details.  
So . . . do we find increasing rigor as you go through the grades?  Are we asking more of 
kiddos as they go through?  That’s one of the tools we use every summer in the summer 
workshops to look at developmental appropriateness.” 
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In the area of Appropriateness, the item “assessments are appropriate for the assessed 
grade level (4.72)” was rated similar to other items in this category. 

• A female rural assessment coordinator shared, “You need a mixture of teachers. The 
reason you need that is because there’s a wide variety of philosophies.  And some 
people’s philosophy is, ‘Oh, but they’re just fifth graders.  They probably can’t, a 20 
minute test, you know.’  And then you’ve got the other end that is like, ‘They’ll be fine.  
Just give it to them.’  And those voices come together, that’s the great part about this 
process . . . they reach an agreement about appropriateness of level so that things aren’t 
too easy, and they’re not too hard.”   

• A female rural assessment coordinator shared, “We work as cluster grade level teams.  So 
when we develop an assessment or revise an assessment, it’s not just fourth grade 
teachers working to do that.  It’s a second, a third, there’s representation from each grade 
level there.  I think that ensures that the appropriate level piece is there.”   

 

In the area of Appropriateness, the item, “assessments indicate our expectations for the 
students (4.72)” was rated approximately the same.     

• A female rural assessment coordinator shared, “We did it with readability scores.  
However, we have learned that readability can fluctuate so much depending upon the 
scale you use to determine readability.  We primarily use professional judgment.  But 
every year teachers review passages for professional judgment determination about being 
developmentally appropriate.  We talk about how much inference, how many scientific 
terms, those are all components of readability that don’t always show up on a readability 
scale. So professional judgment is our primary piece.” 

 
Teachers with more years of experience with the portfolio rated these items, “our 
assessments are appropriate for the assessed grade level (p=.039),” and “our assessments 
indicate our expectations for the students (p=.050),” higher than teachers with less years of 
portfolio experience. 

• A female rural assessment coordinator stated, “I do a bias review every year for teachers. 
I’ve always told the teachers if I’m not here, you guys need to know how to do this.  It 
needs to be separate from me.  And so they have a handbook, it’s called the assessment 
and accountability handbook that lays out all the six quality criteria.” 

 

Elementary leaders (p=.032), leaders with more years of portfolio experience (p=.008), and 
female teachers (p=.022) rated the item, “our assessment plan provides for appropriate 
accommodations where necessary,” higher than their counterparts.”  

• A female rural assessment coordinator shared, “Any SPED student that has an IEP, the 
SPED teacher and the regular ed teacher confer and determine if any accommodations are 
needed.  If they are allowed for in the IEP, the expectation is the student will receive 
those.   

• Another rural superintendent shared, “When we have a conversation, we make sure that 
we have someone speaking in their native language.”   

• A female rural assessment coordinator shared, “First and foremost, teachers need to be 
informed of what accommodations are allowed.  And that has been a process and that’s 
through our IEP writing.  Our SPED Director has gotten involved with this and, we have 
come up with kind of a blanket statement in all Individual Education Plans (IEP) that just 
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allows for accommodations that need to be administered at the discretion of the 
classroom and special education teacher.” 

 
In the area of Appropriateness, the strongest perception from all respondents indicated, 
“assessments were screened for fairness, bias, and sensitivity (4.90).”  

• A rural assessment coordinator shared, “It’s almost an immersion in culture, somewhat, 
to understand, to be able to understand what might be bias.”  

• A rural assessment coordinator shared, “A bias review.  When the assessments are 
developed, they go through a review that’s extraneous of the development team and those 
people are trained in terms of what is bias.  It’s a universal definition that we as a district 
adopted.”   

• A rural assessment coordinator shared, “But it’s something I learned this year and maybe 
you were at one of these where they talk about elevator and what an elevator means to 
kids out here in western Nebraska as opposed to kids in Lincoln.”   

• A non-rural research coordinator shared, “There’s a lot of things that we don’t think 
about that are biased.  You have to look at items that a student would not be able to 
respond to the best of their ability. That is not just content oriented, but the way the item 
is stated, vocabulary or anything that might affect them negatively.  You can’t say that 
you did this once before many years ago and you are good.” 

 

Appropriateness Recommendations 
During the interviews participants were asked if they had recommendations to make to other 
school districts regarding each of the survey category areas.   

• A male non-rural assessment coordinator described, “We take advantage of every 
allowable accommodation that we can to try to help the kids and the ELL kids. Safe 
harbor certainly helps, confidence intervals certainly help, I guess my recommendation 
would be to know what those things are and to use them in the best way that you can to 
help your kids.” 

• A female middle school teacher provided the following recommendation to the state 
about special populations, “Because I know that there are some that even if it says in their 
IEP they can have the test read to them, you can’t . . . .  And that would be something I 
think would be helpful to hear from the Nebraska Department of Education, these 
assessments you can give accommodations on, these you can’t.” 

 
Theme 5:  Scoring Procedures (Survey Questions 29-42) 

In the area of Scoring Procedures for all respondents, responses ranged from 4.42 to 4.80 
with an average of 4.61 on the Likert scale with “1” representing “none of the time” and 
“5” representing “all of the time.”  The total category of Scoring Procedures was not 
significant for leaders and teachers.   
 
The strongest perception from all respondents indicated that “participation rates are 
documented (4.80)” and “assessments have established scoring guidelines and directions 
(4.77).”  
 
In the area of Scoring Procedures for all respondents the lowest item was “district provides 
training for those administering the assessments (4.42).”   
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The survey reliability statistic (Cronbach’s Alpha) for the Scoring Procedures section of the 
survey was 0.918. 
 

Scoring Procedures Discussion 
The strongest perception from all respondents indicated that “participation rates are 
documented.”  More experienced leaders (p=.033) and female leaders (p=.050) rated this 
item higher than their counterparts.  Middle school teachers, however, rated this item 
lower than all other teacher groups (p=.021).   

• A rural superintendent stated, “Well I don’t know about the other districts, I would like to 
see some recognition that some of these statistical processes, again, are holding us back 
from recognizing students, that all students can achieve.  So the idea of the 70% 
reliability ranking, I mean I understand reliability but, I don’t know enough about 
statistical analysis to know what the solution is, other than why can’t 100% of our 
students answer the question correctly and that be ok, and not be a bad question.”  

 

Respondents also indicated strong perceptions for “assessments have established scoring 
guidelines and directions.”   

• A rural superintendent in a large district said, “We have gone through the development of 
performance level descriptors.  We also, then, have a review committee of people who 
did not write the assessments who review those or the work of teachers and sign off, on 
them or basically point out any problems that we have.”  

 
In the area of Scoring Procedures for all respondents, the lowest rated item was “district 
provides training for those administering assessments (p=4.42)” as evidenced by this lack of 
understanding about common scoring procedures. 

• A rural middle school teacher said, “I must not know anything about scoring procedures.  
I sit down with a key and I grade them.  That’s what I do.  I’m the person who’s 
responsible for scoring.  That’s what I know about scoring procedures.”   

 
Teachers (p=.015) and leaders (p=.027) with more years of experience rated, “our 
subjectively scored assessments have inter-rater reliability and decision consistency 
methods that are within acceptable ranges,” higher than teachers and leaders with less 
experience. 

• A female rural assessment coordinator shared, “We have professional learning 
communities in place.  Those are wonderful avenues for me to get in and sit down and 
talk with groups of teachers.  One thing I absolutely insist on is that scoring takes place 
collaboratively, especially on anything that has subjectivity involved.  So we’ve gone to 
insisting any time there’s possible subjectivity doing collaborative scoring.”   

• A female rural assessment coordinator shared, “We’re finding out throughout this year 
and also yesterday in our peer review.  We do have a lot of subjective tests and that we 
need to come up with a plan . . . .  They either need to be double scored or decision 
consistency.” 

• A rural superintendent in a large district said, “Then of course, we’re running validity and 
reliability statistics on them at the end to see where we are as far as that coefficient.  We 
know that over time, we have improved our statistical measure of validity and reliability 
considerably.  We used to be kind of tickled when we met the minimum for all 



 

 65

assessments. We’re doing the right things and I think the statistical measures are saying 
that we’re doing the right things.” 

 
Male leaders tended to rate the item, “district has monitoring procedures in place for 
inclusion, standardization, and security (p=.030),” differently from female leaders as 
reflected by the lack of male responses.   

• A female rural assessment coordinator said, “Before we joined online, we joined with 
another district.  Their assessment coordinator and I would compile our data to try to run 
KR20s to determine reliability.  Over a period of time, we’ve gotten a whole lot smarter 
about reliability and I think other reliability methods have been approved that were not in 
place when we first started.  The person instructing knows the kids.  So, that’s where the 
reliability factor needs to come from.  So, we’ve learned to shuffle the papers where they 
need to be, to the appropriate staff, to predict how a student will perform.” 

• A female non-rural research coordinator said, “Since the majority of our assessments are, 
objective, we use Cronbach’s alpha.  We have over 1500 students in each sample.  With a 
large sample we use that reliability information as the assessment is developed.  We run it 
on our pre-pilot as well as our pilot and if you take our pre-pilot data and our pilot data 
and our actual assessment data over years, you’re going to see very little variance 
between any of those.  So, you know, that directs us.” 

• A female non-rural research coordinator said, “When it comes to our performance 
assessments, in other words the speaking things, then we use inter-rater reliability.” 

 
Scoring Procedures Recommendation 

During the interviews participants were asked if they had recommendations to make to other 
school districts regarding each of the survey category areas.   

• A non-rural assessment coordinator stated, “Well I think that it’s very important to make 
sure that your tests are defendable obviously to give students an opportunity to learn the 
material and then test constructs that appropriately measure whether or not the student 
has learned the material.”  

• A female rural assessment coordinator stated, “You know, this is such a huge discussion 
among curriculum directors because as your performance on assessments gets better, 
which is our goal obviously, oftentimes reliability calculations fall.  So, that piece is 
really a struggle.” 

• A female rural assessment coordinator stated, “His reliability calculations are going down 
because his performance is going up.  And we’ve had long discussions about it and it’s 
like what do you do?  I mean, it’s a catch-22 cause you’ve got to meet quality criterion 
five.  But what do you do to keep those reliability levels high?” 

 
Theme 6:  Summarizing the Review Process (Survey Questions 43-49) 

In the area of Summarizing the Review Process for all respondents, responses ranged from 
3.63 to 4.16 with an average of 3.97 on the Likert scale with “1” representing “none of the 
time” and “5” representing “all of the time.”  The total category of Summarizing the 
Review Process was not significant for leaders, but was significant for years of portfolio 
experience for teachers (p=.000).   
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The strongest perception from all respondents indicated “I have the necessary information 
to prepare the district assessment portfolio (p=4.16)” and the survey respondents indicated 
“I have had adequate help in preparing the assessment portfolio (p=4.14).”  
 
In the area of Summarizing the Review Process for all respondents, the lowest rated item 
was, “Compensation is provided to prepare the district assessment portfolio when 
completed outside of the regular school day (p=3.63).”   
 
The survey reliability statistic (Cronbach’s Alpha) for the summarizing the review process 
section of the survey was 0.852. 
 

Summarizing the Review Process Discussion 
The strongest perception from all respondents, and from leaders with more years of 
portfolio experience (p=.049), indicated they had “adequate help in preparing the district 
assessment portfolio.”  

• A rural superintendent said, “The leadership component’s huge, you know, I just think 
any district that doesn’t, no matter how big you are it doesn’t have someone at the helm 
that’s knowledgeable and that respects and values the system you’re going to struggle.  If 
you’re an administrator that doesn’t like it and doesn’t want to know about it then just 
make sure that you hire somebody who does and give them some resources to do it.  It’s 
going to take some time.  It’s going to take resources.”   

• A female rural middle school teacher said, “We spent a lot of time working with our 
assessment coordinator ahead of time.  You know she talked with us a little bit about 
what might be expected.  We met with her on a few different occasions to prepare 
materials and make sure that we were all on the same page.  Before that, we went to our 
ESU and got some of our materials together.  And actually that was the first time I had 
heard anything about a portfolio review.” 

 

In the area of Summarizing the Review Process for all respondents, the lowest rated item 
was “Compensation is provided to prepare the district assessment portfolio when 
completed outside of the regular school day.”  Teachers with more years of portfolio 
experience rated this item higher than did teachers with less years of portfolio experience 
(p=.004).   
 

Teachers with more years of portfolio experience rated the item, “I feel prepared to present 
my district portfolio to my peer reviewers (p=.001),” higher than did those with less years 
of portfolio experience.  

• A female rural middle school teacher with many years of experience shared, “We spent a 
lot of time working with our assessment coordinator ahead of time.  You know she talked 
with us a little bit about what might be expected.  We met with her on a few different 
occasions to prepare materials and make sure that we were all on the same page.  Before 
that, we went to our ESU and got some of our materials together.  And actually that was 
the first time I had heard anything about a portfolio review.” 

• A rural female assessment coordinator said, “Some people went into the day with a lot of 
trepidation.  I had the advantage of knowing what I thought the day would look like even 
though we spent more time with the reviewers than I had anticipated, I at least knew the 
people and knew the process.  So our teachers, even though we had told them a dozen 
times what the day would look like, still felt like it was a test going in.  However, after a 
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short period of time, I think that everybody relaxed and people were very open, very 
honest.”   

 
Teachers with more years of portfolio experience (p=.006) and leaders with more years of 
experience (p=.041) rated, “I was provided time within the teaching day to prepare the 
district assessment portfolio,” higher than did their counterparts with less experience.  
Experience was an important element to the preparation of the assessment portfolio and teachers 
and leaders with experience appeared to be in positions in their district that provided them time 
to work on the assessment portfolio as evidenced by the ratings. 
 
Teachers with more years of portfolio experience rated this item, “I have the necessary 
information to prepare the district assessment portfolio,” higher than did teachers with less 
years of experience (p=.003).   

• A female rural elementary teacher said, “Our curriculum director takes care of the 
portfolio.  But we also, you know, our curriculum director has helped us each step of the 
way every time we come into committee meetings in the summer.”   

• A female rural middle school teacher shared, “I think as much as can be expected, 
truthfully, our assessment coordinator bore the brunt of the portfolio review in regards to 
preparation.  Obviously, you know, we constructed the assessments and all that other 
good stuff beforehand but as far as the construction of the portfolio she really took on the 
responsibility for that.”   

 
Elementary teachers rated the categories Alignment (p=.025) and Clarity (p=.006) stronger 
than did other teacher groups.    

• A female rural assessment coordinator stated, “We knew, we teach it here, we test it here.  
This year we were a whole lot better at our documentation.  So, I think it bumped it up a 
notch." 

 
Summarizing the Review Process Recommendations 

During the interviews, participants were asked if they had recommendations to make to other 
school districts regarding each of the survey category areas.  Overall, the participants felt that  
the Department of Education had shown a tremendous amount of faith in the integrity of the 
process based on what the educators in the field provided in the way of feedback.  The following 
recommendations come from those educators that are in "the trenches" and know first hand what 
may be used to strengthen the process: 

• A female rural elementary teacher said, “I don’t think the assessments change often 
enough that you would need that (Peer Review) every year.  But maybe a check every 
three years, because our assessments haven’t changed a lot.” 

• A female rural assessment coordinator stated, “One thing that was mentioned yesterday, 
and I’m sure it was shared with you in your last interview, is to somehow get the 
portfolios to the reviewers a day or two ahead of time so that they can actually look 
through it before they come in."   

• A rural superintendent said, “I don’t know about strengthening, and I don’t want to say 
streamlining, but any time that we can combine activities whether it’s through your 
school improvement or North Central visitation or incorporate it to an existing 
opportunity would be positive.” 
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• A female rural assessment coordinator said, “I think they need to spend more time on 
assessing the assessments part.  Give us more feedback.  We really didn’t get a lot of 
feedback on our assessing the assessments.” 

• A rural superintendent stated, “I have to be honest with you, I think you could have saved 
some time and some money if you would have brought your portfolios and a group to the 
service unit and met in a central location. I know it might have depersonalized it. . . . "  

• A rural superintendent said, “I don’t want to be in a room looking at books.  . . . I just 
kind of think, if there could be a student component to it, it would have been richer.  I 
really feel like we left them out. Our kids were so excited . . . ‘The state department’s 
coming, the state department’s coming. Well, what did they do in that room all day, we 
didn’t see.’ I think the exit report should be set up to where it truly is just like a school 
improvement exit report, where everybody gets to celebrate” 

 
The accountability process in Nebraska focuses on students in the classroom and their academic 
improvement.  How it is done in Nebraska is a local issue.  Nebraska's new Peer Review Process 
was a major undertaking and educators across the state took up the challenge to "get it done and 
done well."   It was not perfect and everyone learned in the process but the end results seem to 
indicate that it is a viable means of evaluating the assessment process.  Nebraska educators 
across the state indicated confidence in the STARS process as summed up by this rural 
superintendent, “I would only urge a district of any size to acknowledge that standards and 
assessment work regardless of what kind of test you have.  It’s on-going and it’s everyone’s 
charge and responsibility to get it accomplished . . . .”   
 

Theme 7:  Support for the Peer Review Process 
While there were challenges that faced the new process of reviewing the portfolios, educators 
across the state indicated strong support for the new Portfolio Peer Review Process.  Many 
educators experienced anxiety about their preparation of their staff and students but indicated 
confidence in the process itself.  Leaders and teachers alike were positive in their comments as 
indicated by a few selected responses. 

• A rural superintendent said, “My initial response just like 'Oh, this isn’t going to be 
painful.'  You know, it’s not going to be a bad thing.  And then also, I was delighted by 
not only the ease and comfort level of our teachers but their eagerness to share and their 
excitement in talking about it. So I think it was just like 'Whoa, they believe in this.'  So 
that was good.” 

• A female rural elementary teacher said, “They went through every step of each one of the 
different criteria and related it to our portfolio and how it matched or how it didn’t and 
what suggestions they made.” 

 
Some leaders were amazed by how much they did know and understand about the process when 
given the opportunity to discuss what their school or districts were doing to accomplish the 
requirements of the accountability process. 

• A rural superintendent said, “I can’t believe I know what a KR21 is or a decision 
consistency model or the idea of sufficiency.  And what’s really impressive is to sit down 
with a group of superintendents and have discussions like this where, you know, I think a 
few years ago I wouldn’t have a clue. “ 

 



 

 69

Many teachers and leaders were very positive about the reviewers themselves and their ability to 
lead the review process at the building and district level as shared by these educators. 

• A female rural middle school teacher stated, “These people don’t look nearly as scary as I 
thought they would.  You know, of course the two women who came in to review our 
portfolio, you know, looked professional and everything but I don’t know, I think I had 
this expectation, like the men in black were going to show up with the sunglasses and 
what not.  Very friendly, very approachable.  . . .So I was a little nervous to begin with 
but, immediately when they began the process and put me at ease . . . .” 

• A female rural assessment coordinator said, “I was very pleased.  I liked that they were 
positive, they had good things to say, and they also had very valuable recommendations 
to help us improve. . . . ” 

• A rural superintendent in a large district said, “What I think helped with that is I believe 
we sent them information in advance.  And they responded to some of that information in 
a way almost immediately that said given our overview of this information, it looks like 
you’re doing everything the way you’re supposed to be doing it; that you have actually 
some exemplary kinds of practices going on.  Given some of the discussion, it was clear 
that they were more interested in helping us, in giving us a chance to reflect and to hear 
their comments about what we are doing.” 

 
It was evident that members within all the groups benefited from the discussions held during the 
review process as indicated by these educators. 

• A rural superintendent said, “Yeah, we talked not only about our own practices, but 
things that they have seen in other districts and some of the processes that they went 
through.”  

• A non-rural assessment coordinator said, “I started this process by looking through that 
portfolio, the paper portfolio, and what I saw the process do is peel away some of the 
unnecessary formality and really was a process of good practitioners talking to you about 
what needed to be done in the process.  And I guess I appreciated that part of it.” 

 
Many reviewers who conducted reviews commented about how much they personally learned 
when they conducted reviews.   

• A female rural assessment coordinator stated, “Everybody should be a portfolio reviewer 
because it’s like going and grading the writing tests.  You really know what you’re doing 
then-to be on the other side of that.” 

• A female rural assessment coordinator said, “I’ve grown tremendously serving on peer 
reviews.  That’s been a wonderful experience.  Everything about it has been a growth 
experience.” 

 
The Nebraska Department of Education worked diligently to support districts in their 
accountability process and prepared districts for the new process as well. 

• A female rural assessment coordinator stated, “There weren’t any surprises yesterday 
which I attribute to just all the correspondence that the state did with all of us to get us 
ready.” 

• A female rural assessment coordinator stated, “We’ve told people for seven years this is 
what they needed to submit.  But I think that they are much clearer.  NDE has gotten 
much clearer in what they are looking for.  The rubrics have been very helpful.  Having 
people come on site just keeps people more attuned to the process.” 



 

 70 

 
The Nebraska-led Portfolio Peer Review Process was completed in one year with all districts 
presenting their assessment portfolios to review teams.  The new knowledge and skills learned 
by reviewers, state leadership, and district teams was extraordinary as evidenced by the results of 
the surveys and the interviews.  As with any new process, there were challenges and new 
learnings. 
 

Theme 8:  Challenges 
As with any evaluation, the strength of the evaluation rests with the knowledge, skills, and 
experience of the evaluators.  The challenge for Nebraska will be to create a large enough group 
of evaluators to continue reviewing every school district in the state.  Many Nebraska rural 
districts are isolated and difficult to access.  Maintaining teams of people who are able to 
conduct peer reviews with expertise will be a challenge.  Educators had different experiences 
with the evaluation process. 

• A female rural assessment coordinator said, “I’m going to say that I think our review 
probably didn’t start off as I had hoped it would start off.  In other words I guess, my 
expectations of the flow of the day differed a little bit from the reviewers, and I’m going 
to say specifically one of the reviewers, maybe not both of them.” 

• A female rural assessment coordinator in a consortium stated, “I guess, between you and 
me, I was disappointed in how things started.  I will take the ownership of that.  …There 
was a mismatch in the expectations of what was going to take place.  I think that that’s 
what started the day off wrong.  . . . If I had to do it all over again, I wouldn’t have given 
them my consortium portfolio.  . . . You know, I’m very proud of what we do as a 
district.  And if that was not represented in the way I set the day up, then live and learn on 
my part as well.” 

 
It was a challenge to both reviewers and districts to provide a schedule of events for the day.  
The vision for the day's schedule was not always shared promptly enough between reviewers and 
districts to allow for substitutes to be called for teachers.  This discrepancy created some 
problems. 

• A rural assessment coordinator shared, “I had received a phone call the night before in 
regard to what time subs would be needed….I was informed that subs wouldn’t be 
needed until 10 o’clock.  I had established for subs to be available for the four teachers at 
8:30.  I think that kind of got us going on the wrong foot.” 

 
Both reviewers and educators in districts who initially conducted the first reviews felt more 
inclined to feel frustration about the process.  No one really knew how the actual day would 
evolve and there were some differences of opinions between the reviewers and the district 
leadership.  

• A rural assessment coordinator stated, “Again, I was under the assumption that 
conversation was going to be the heart of determining whether or not the process was 
meeting the rigor of the six quality criteria.  I think the reviewers thought that there 
would be . . . a very articulated in written form portfolio.  You know my vision was that 
teachers would come to the table pretty much immediately and start the discussion 
process with each one of the quality criteria.  It took us a little bit to get to that point of 
agreement, I guess.  Once we got there, things really progressed nicely.  We had a very, 
very, very productive, informative, affirming day.  But it did take us a little bit to get 
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going.  I’m going to say that at the onset of our day, I wouldn’t call it negative, but I 
would say that it was . . . we had a little bit of a rocky start.”   

 
Reviewers themselves strengthened their knowledge as they conducted more than one review.  
The suggestions to use experienced reviewers with someone new to the review process also 
strengthened the results of the Peer Review. 

•  A research coordinator in a large non-rural school said, “So training and that ongoing 
psychometric support throughout the week is extremely important to that process.  As a 
reviewer, the process is a wonderful experience.  I think it was helpful on the second 
round to pair people that had done it before with people who were new rather than 
sending people out new by themselves because there’s a lot of growth each time you do 
it.  And you can share experiences.” 

 
The challenge for districts is to stay open minded about the process.  This assessment coordinator 
described that challenge precisely.   

• A female rural assessment coordinator said, “I think probably to be open-minded and 
receptive to other methodologies.  You know when you’re in a district; you get pretty 
tunnel vision and focused on the way you do things as a district.  I think one of the 
healthiest pieces of the peer review, too, was that the two reviewers were able to say you 
might consider.  . . . I think we need to realize that there are lots and lots of effective 
processes out there.  And we need to be careful not to say this is our process, this is what 
we’re going with.  I think we always need to be open minded to new ways, more efficient 
and effective ways of doing things.”  

 
The challenge to work with districts in consortia (write a common portfolio) was a problem for 
both reviewers and the districts being reviewed.  Districts indicated their frustration with 
receiving a different rating than a district within the consortia that had the same portfolio but 
received different ratings.  Involvement of all staff and stakeholders is an essential piece of the 
accountability puzzle.  Districts in consortia that received different ratings will continue to be a 
challenge for the NDE.   

• A female rural assessment coordinator stated, “We have always tried to do the best that 
we know how to do and the appropriate things.  However, we’ve learned a lot in this last 
year about specifically reliability.  . . .We’ve been in the crunch where we were a 
consortium school and got a rating different than other schools in the consortium even 
though we were all doing the same work.  So I think that the peer review process, even 
though it has caused us some long hours at times, has been really, a major improvement I 
think.”  

 
Some districts felt that their reviewers were biased towards the online system as evidenced by 
these comments. 

• A female rural assessment coordinator stated, “There was some bias in the initial phases.  
I had districts that called and said my reviewer flat out said they don’t like the online.  So 
I know there was some bias initially.  I know NDE has been made aware of those and 
they have tried desperately to eliminate that bias.  I’ve had school districts who have said 
to me I don’t want so and so or so and so, and so and so as my reviewers because I know 
they’re biased.  So I think NDE probably needs to make certain they work hard to 
eliminate that.” 
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• A rural superintendent said, “The on-line system is probably one that’s fairly 
controversial, and because it’s so controversial I think that I really was hoping that our 
peer review would glean the positive pieces of what that can be and how it can be a tool 
in the process.  And the other piece that, originally just came to my mind is there is no 
way in a notebook you can get what’s really happening as far as the rich discussion and 
terms of staff interaction and growth and collaboration.  You just can’t capture that, that 
on paper . . . . ”  

• A rural superintendent said, “There are pitfalls and drawbacks to the on-line and while 
it’s quick and it’s good, a good way to house the data and the immediate feedback is 
good.  Many times the first choice response is radio button clicking, you don’t always 
know.  So even if your numbers in the end are really high, I think it’s pretty tough to 
know.  I don’t know that I have recommendations for others in regard to that…even 
though secondary people have been tough to drag along, it is the secondary people who 
have been the best at this because they are the ones . . . the Carnegie units and the credits 
and we want to make sure an A is an A is an A, the grading, so I think they’ve been great 
help to us, they’ve pushed us a little bit.”   

 
Revising and improving district assessments are not without challenges. 

• A rural superintendent reflected on two of these challenges, “Now, there are two things 
here.  One we don’t want to be constantly, constantly changing those.  And we don’t 
want to make them easier every time we change them.” 

 
Even though districts were informed at the onset by the NDE that those who were first to be 
reviewed might receive "pending" ratings, which could be rectified before the final submission, 
districts indicated frustration.   

• A rural superintendent in a large district said, “We’re a little bit shocked by our rating 
that we received this year in the sense of we received a pending approval.  The reason we 
received a pending approval is because we are engaged in continuous improvement.  And 
so, despite the fact that we have good alignment, we’re trying to make them align to an 
even greater degree.  We’ve gone in with assessments and modified those assessments.  
After we assess the kids, after we did all the things, we go in and modify that a little bit.  
We then run all the things that we have to do because we know what modifying an 
assessment means to us as far as work.  . . . From the perspective of this portfolio review 
process, it would have been better for us to have said these are perfect tests and we’ll 
never modify them.”   

• A rural superintendent in a large district said, “We walk around and say the fact that 
we’re pending is badge of honor because we’re trying to improve.” 

 
As with any new process, many educators had suggestions that they believed would strengthen 
the process and offered some ideas that might be considered in the future. 

• A rural superintendent in a large district said, “. . . but somehow, when those teams got 
together with their experts, the experts say, ‘well you can’t say that these people meet 
because they’re modifying their assessments.  And until they get the statistics on their 
modified assessments, we have to give them a pending approval.’  That was kind of 
disheartening to us.” 
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Finally, students who required special accommodations continue to be a challenge for districts.  
Districts do their best to meet the intent of the law but still feel the challenge to do a better job 
with students with special needs. 

• A rural superintendent in a large district said, “It doesn’t work 100% in my opinion.  We 
have some times where I think we have slipped and kids that should have been 
accommodated were not.  OK?  I mean, that’s just the honest truth about it.  We try to 
include the accommodations with the assessment so that teachers know.  And we try to 
clearly identify who the students are who are to have those accommodations and what the 
accommodations are supposed to be for that student.”   

 
Theme 9:  New Learnings 

While Nebraska school districts have been immersed in the accountability process for at least 
seven years, they continue to improve and strengthen their process, as evidenced by the new 
learnings for reliability and validity.   

• A female rural assessment coordinator said, “One thing [I learned] was to show reliability 
other than the KR 20.  I mean, I knew there were different ways.  But, that and the double 
scoring was basically it.  But knowing that we can use decision consistency even on a 
subjective test, I learned that.  Then matching our standards better to our curriculum.” 

• A female rural assessment coordinator said, “I heard them talking about it and every time 
someone talks about the process you learn little things that you didn’t know before even 
when you’re in it.”  

 
Some educators indicated growth in their ability to assess whether an assessment was valid and 
reliable.  

• A rural superintendent said, “Yeah, I think they have tremendous value.  I’ve been much 
more critical of different assessments, published assessments that I see.  I look in our 
textbooks and I think, “Who in the heck wrote this stuff?” and you know, that this is poor 
and just I guess, you know you used to take things that were in print as “Oh, somebody 
must have known what they were doing.” 

 
Districts were encouraged to review the process that had been in place for several years and 
discovered they had some work to keep their assessments current. 

• A female rural assessment coordinator said, “I’m definitely going to do some retraining 
on bias.  They said our bias training was too old.  I agree with them.  I need to do it in a 
more formal way, so I’m definitely making that change.”   

• A non-rural assessment coordinator said, “This portfolio review really made me delve 
into the test development, it was probably the best thing that could have happened and I 
learned so much about what needs to be done to have a quality assessment and a quality 
system, that I feel really fortunate that there’s a lot of work and, you know, that part was 
not always fun and easy but it was probably the best thing for me to ramp up as the new 
assessment coordinator.”   

 
Many educators felt that the Peer Review Process allowed the district to honor their teachers and 
the amount of work they have done to make the process strong and viable. 

• A rural superintendent said, “It was affirmation of the high value of allowing teachers to 
own the process . . . they need to honor the teachers in the classroom, and that work and 
discretion.  That was just absolutely ignited again in the room with the reviewers.”  
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• A female rural assessment coordinator said, “I think it helped me, I guess, value the 
appreciation teachers feel in their part of the system that they’re being validated by what 
they do, that they see that as so important to the system and their willingness to step up 
and do that.” 

 
The process allowed districts to re-evaluate the work that had been done and acknowledge the 
work that needs to be accomplished to reinforce student learning.  The support of leadership to 
continue to build upon the success of the process at the classroom level is needed. 

• A female rural assessment coordinator said, “There are a couple things I would say up 
front that I realize now as a result of that experience.  First and foremost, I think it would 
be that it is important to keep teachers informed on a consistent basis in regard to 
everything that’s out there.  . . . You know, you learn the process, you do the process, but 
you don’t really discuss the process because it just becomes such an integral part of what 
we do.  I think that I will probably hold more periodic discussions about each of the 
quality criteria, so it really remains at the surface a little more readily for teachers.” 

• A female rural assessment coordinator said, “Number one I think the main focus was 
always instruction, which it still should be.  But the reality is teachers who are awesome 
instructors weren’t so awesome at assessment.  And this has really helped look at…how 
curriculum, instruction, assessment are all three are intertwined and you can’t do one 
without the other.  They’re all part of the same process.” 
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CHARTING STARS: 

PATHWAYS TO EXCELLENCE 
Section 3:  Research Studies 

 
Study II:  Leader and Teacher Perceptions of STARS 

 
 

 
 

 Classroom teachers give young people what they sometimes get nowhere else in 
  Society—a sense that they have promise, that they have talents, that they are special. 

Parker J. Palmer (Taulbert, 2006) 
 

Study II:  Leader and Teacher Perceptions of STARS 
Dr. Jody Isernhagen, Associate Professor, University of Nebraska-Lincoln 
Dr. Shirley Mills, Assistant Professor, University of Texas-Pan American 

 
INTRODUCTION 

This section will highlight the statistical or noteworthy findings of the major themes addressed 
by an online survey and interview data collected and analyzed during the 2006-2007 year.  
Online surveys were administered to leaders and teachers at the elementary, middle, and high 
school levels.  The significant findings are supported with quotes that were collected during the 
interviews for those items where quotes were available.   
 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
The purpose of this mixed-methods study was to determine if there were similarities and/or 
differences between leaders and teachers regarding district support, assessment literacy, use of 
data in classroom settings, leadership, instructional impact, and external support. 
 

RESEARCH DESIGN 
A mixed-method design was selected for use to strengthen the study results.  The study began 
with a broad online survey for both teachers and leaders in order to generalize results to a large 
statewide population of leaders and teachers at all levels.  The qualitative open-ended interviews 
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were conducted to collect detailed views from a purposeful sampling of leaders and teachers 
based on geographic location, school district class, and the percentage of students on 
free/reduced lunch (high, middle, low based on the statewide average).   This selected group of 
participants was interviewed to help uncover, confirm, or qualify the basic findings from the 
survey and discover other pertinent understandings.   
 
Survey Sample 
For this 2006-07 mixed-method study, there were 254 school districts in the state at the time the 
data was collected.  For the purpose of this research, Nebraska public school districts were 
divided into two classifications, non-rural and rural, based on population characteristics unique 
to Nebraska.  Non-rural districts were defined as metro-area districts in large and mid-sized 
cities, large towns, and the urban fringe.  All other districts were classified as rural.  Of the 254 
public school districts, 5% were classified as non-rural and 95% were classified as rural.   
 
Leaders and teachers were asked to complete online surveys made available to the membership 
of the Nebraska Council of School Administrators and the Nebraska School Education 
Association, representing over 98% of the leaders and teachers in the state.  Three hundred 
thirty-four (334) leaders and 562 teachers completed surveys.  Of the leaders returning surveys, 
83 were superintendents, 51 were curriculum/assessment coordinators, 116 were middle and 
secondary principals, and 84 were elementary principals.  Of the 562 teachers returning surveys, 
439 were classroom teachers and 90 were teacher specialists.  Thirty-three (33) respondents did 
not classify themselves by position.  Of the 529 teachers identifying themselves by position, 214 
were elementary teachers, 114 were middle school teachers, and 201 were high school teachers.  
 
Interview Sample 
Selection of the sample school districts for the qualitative interviews was based on a stratified, 
purposeful sample using district class (Classes II-V), geographical areas (East, Central, and 
West) and free/reduced district lunch (high, middle, low based on the statewide average). 
Follow-up interviews were conducted with 38 leaders: 7 superintendents, 5 curriculum/ 
assessment coordinators, 10 middle and secondary principals, 8 elementary principals and 8 
SPED and/or ELL Directors.  Teacher interviews were conducted with twenty-three (23) 
classroom teachers: 12 elementary and 11 middle school and/or high school. 
 

Instruments 
Leaders and teachers responded to the STARS Leader Survey (Appendix F) and the STARS 
Teacher Survey (Appendix G).  This 67-item online survey was based on a five-point Likert 
scale for each item, with “1” representing “none of the time,” “2” representing “very little of the 
time,” “3” representing “some of the time,” “4” representing “most of the time,” and “5” 
representing “all of the time.” The online surveys focused on District Support, Assessment 
Literacy, Data, Leadership, Instructional Impact and External Support. 
 
The STARS Research Interview Protocols consisted of demographic information and ten 
questions for both leaders (Appendix H) and teachers (Appendix I).  These questions targeted the 
participants’ perceptions of  STARS training, school leadership, student competence and 
academic growth, integrating assessment results into instruction, school improvement, 
instruction for special populations, the effects of mobility, and monitoring and reporting STARS 
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results.  Probes were provided for use by interviewers.  Interviewers were provided a STARS 
Interview Manual and received training in order to ensure the integrity of the qualitative data.   

 
RESULTS 

The survey and interviews supported the six themes examined on the survey: District Support, 
Assessment Literacy, Data, Leadership, Instructional Impact, and External Support.  Three 
additional themes emerged: Special Populations, Communication, and the STARS Process.  
These themes helped to identify the many pathways that educators have taken on their journey to 
assessment excellence.  
 
Noted in the graph is the mean for each survey category for both leaders and teachers.  The 
highest average score for both teachers and leaders was in “Leadership” while “External 
Support” was the lowest average score for both groups.  However, teachers rated both areas 
lower than did leaders.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Theme 1:  District Support 
 

LEADERS:  Survey Questions 1-11 
In the area of District Support for all leaders, responses ranged from 4.30 to 4.42 with an 
average of 4.36 on the Likert scale with "1" representing “none of the time” and "5" 
representing “all of the time.”  For the total area of District Support there was no 
significance noted. 
 
While the total area of District Support was not significant, there were individual survey items 
that indicated some significance for leaders.   Non-rural leaders were more likely to score the 
following items as a “5” indicating “all of the time” than their rural counterparts:   

Figure 4.  Leader and Teacher Perceptions of Stars
Average Ratings of All Leaders and Teachers 
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• Encourages a culture of continuous school improvement (p= .006). 
• Provides resources for learning teams as a means of professional development (p= .001). 
• Is committed to external communication regarding student achievement (p=.022) 
• Has adopted a guiding assessment philosophy, mission, and beliefs regarding STARS 

(p=.006). 
• Provides personnel policies that reflect an expectation of assessment competence 

(p=.000). 
• Provides policies at the district/school level that contribute to STARS assessment 

practices (p=.01). 
• District provides ongoing assessment training for STARS (p=.015). 

Female leaders were more likely than male leaders to score a “5” indicating “all of the time” for 
"the district has assisted teachers throughout the K-12 system for developing STARS 
assessments (p=.01)."   
 

TEACHERS: Survey Questions 1-12 
In the area of District Support for all teachers, responses ranged from 3.16 to 4.61 with an 
average of 3.85 on the Likert scale with “1” representing “none of the time” and “5” 
representing “all of the time.”  For the total area of District Support, there was no 
significance noted. 
 
While the total area of District Support was not significant, there were individual survey items 
that indicated some significance.   Rural teachers were more likely to score the following items 
as a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” than their non rural counterparts:   

• Provides services that I needed for the implementation of STARS (p=.000). 
• Provides on going assessment training for STARS (p=.001).   
• Provides a record keeping system for recording STARS data (p=.014).  
• Has assisted teachers throughout the K-12 system for developing STARS assessments 

(p=.025). 
 
Non-rural teachers were more likely to score a “5” indicating “all of the time” than their rural 
counterparts on the survey item, "encourages a culture of continuous school improvement.”  
 
On the survey item, "providing resources for learning teams as a means of professional 
development (p=.003),"  middle school teachers were more likely to score as a “5,” indicating 
“all of the time,” than their high school counterparts. 
 

Discussion 
While the total area of District Support was not significant for leaders and teachers, there were 
significances for individual questions.  Leaders and teachers are supportive of a mission focused 
on improving student achievement through continuous school improvement. 

• A rural superintendent stated, “I think the most important thing is working with the 
board.  I want the board to understand this is how we measure student progress and . . . 
for the first time, its taken six years, but the board’s ultimate goal is to improve student 
performance and so all of our discussions are focused around that.”   

• The superintendent indicated the emphasis placed on using data to monitor progress when 
he stated, “If the board’s number one mission is to improve student performance, 
obviously we’re looking at data on a regular basis.  Annually we re-evaluate our data and 
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we are making progress.  The board holds me accountable and therefore, I hold the 
building administrators accountable that we’re moving students in the right direction or 
we’re improving student performance.”   

 
Therefore, when board policy supports student achievement, the effects are felt throughout the 
system by actions taken by both leaders and teachers.   

• A female rural assessment coordinator said, “Policies, policies.  Plans.  We have put these 
together in the past year and that has really helped.  . . . We’ve had a district assessment 
plan, but we revised that and kind of streamlined it.  We have a K-12 comprehensive plan 
that shows at each grade level what the various assessments are that we use throughout 
the district.”   

• A female non-rural assessment coordinator shared, “We are a district that does not 
require that everyone get the assessment at the same time. So we do allow for that 
flexibility.  . . . Teachers then do long-range planning and use what we call an assessment 
plan card . . . when Standard I was taught, when Standard I was assessed, when Standard 
I was re-taught if need be, and was re-assessed.” 

 
Policy and long-range planning have guided school principals in the development of monitoring 
and reporting systems.  

• One rural high school principal stated, “We just monitor how our kids do on the standards 
and then if we find an area where we’re weak at, we’ll go back with our curriculum 
mapping and we can pull that out and say, OK, standard 8.11.  How many times has it 
been hit and what grade levels . . . and [the tech expert] will print out a report on that.  
And then we can get the teachers together to talk about, ‘Is this accurate?’”   

• A female rural assessment coordinator stated, “Probably the biggest change is . . . that 
ongoing monitoring of progress . . . knowing what the target is, knowing where a child is 
in relation to that target and knowing what steps instructionally a teacher has to take to 
get the child to the target.  And we do that by the ongoing assessments that we have in 
place.” 

 
As indicated throughout the interviews, much of the training is now occurring within school 
buildings rather than conducted by external experts, especially when a school district has an 
appointed assessment coordinator and/or curriculum director.   

• A female rural assessment coordinator stated, “One of the things that we’ve implemented 
this year across the district in each building is professional learning teams.  . . . We have 
by grade level and by content area, we’re building goals, so teachers working on those 
teams collaborating, researching, reading . . . I think that has really made a difference in 
raising that bar for teachers in learning the process.”   

• A male rural superintendent shared, “I think just through our in-service, making sure that 
everybody understands that we do have an assessment process in our district and we use 
that data.”    

 
The implementation of STARS requires that many support systems be in place that assists 
teachers in the use of data to support improvement of student learning.   

• An assessment coordinator said, “There are two types of reports that we generate. One is, 
I’m just going to call it a ‘class success rate’. And what it does is it gives the teacher an 
opportunity to see how her kids last year did on the CRTs. Although teachers are in 
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charge of administering and recording that information in their grade book, sometimes 
it’s nice to have all that brought back to their attention and put into one sheet.”  

• Another assessment coordinator stated, “Right now we create three of those reports 
annually without being prompted. The other reports that we’re generating are those that 
have been on people’s wish lists. And it isn’t so much that we’re getting new 
information, it’s just putting it in formats that allow the buildings what they want to see.”  

 
Because there is not a standard policy in many school districts, quality monitoring and record 
keeping is school based and often yields a lack of standardization for records moving from 
district to district. Some schools have very clear policies on record keeping that assists students 
that are mobile by providing for efficient transport of records from one school to another so that 
student learning can be maximized. 

• A rural middle school principal emphasized, “And the nice thing about our records is we 
can quickly bring this student up and send their information to the school that they move 
to and say here’s how they’ve been doing on the state assessments in all areas.”   

 
In summary, many non-rural leaders have become more concerned about developing their own 
district/school based policies that are yielding a greater focus on the monitoring and reporting of 
student data and, in turn, upon increasing student achievement.  Rural teachers continue to 
emphasize the importance of resources, services, training, and record keeping as key to 
successful implementation of the STARS.    
 

Theme 2:  Assessment Literacy 
 

LEADERS: Survey Questions 13-23 
In the area of Assessment Literacy for all leaders, responses ranged from 3.88 to 3.94 with 
an average of 3.91on the Likert scale with "1" representing “none of the time” and "5" 
representing “all of the time.”  For the total area of Assessment Literacy, there was no 
significance noted for leaders. 
 
While the total area of Assessment Literacy was not significant, there were individual survey 
items that indicated some significance for leaders.  Rural leaders were more likely to score a “5,” 
indicating “all of the time,” than their non-rural counterparts on the survey item “I participate in 
the development of the STARS assessment portfolio sent to NDE (p=.000).”   
 
Assessment/Curriculum Coordinators were more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the 
time,” than superintendents (p=.000), middle/secondary principals (p=.000), or elementary 
principals (p=.000) for the survey item “I participate in the development of the STARS 
assessment portfolio.”  Assessment/Curriculum Coordinators were also more likely to score a 
“5” than either middle/secondary principals (p=.034) or elementary principals (p=.005) for the 
survey item, “teachers that work with students in special populations are involved with STARS.”   
 
Middle school and secondary principals were more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the 
time,” than assessment/curriculum coordinators for: 

• Teachers are committed to improving their own assessment competence (p=.015). 
• Administrators support ‘school-based teacher-led’ assessment (p=.049). 
• Teachers support ‘school-based teacher-led’ assessment (p=.031). 
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Middle/secondary principals were more likely to score a “5” than superintendents on “I 
participate in the development of the STARS assessment portfolio (p=.007).” 
 
Elementary principals were more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time” than 
superintendents on: 

• Assessments are aligned to the state/district standards (p=.015). 
 
Elementary principals were also more likely to score a “5” than assessment/curriculum 
coordinators for “teachers are committed to improving their own assessment competence 
(p=.003).”    
 
Female leaders were more likely than male leaders to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” 
for: 

• Assessments are aligned to the state/districts standards (p=.030). 
• Teachers write their own STARS assessments (p=.016). 
• I participate in a learning team within my district or school (p=.033). 

 
Leaders with more years of experience were more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the 
time,” than those with little experience for “I participate in the development of the STARS 
assessment portfolio sent to NDE (p=.029).” 
 

TEACHERS:  Questions 13-23  
In the area of Assessment Literacy for all teachers, responses ranged from 2.20 to 4.68 with 
an average of 3.44 on the Likert scale with “1” representing “none of the time” and “5” 
representing “all of the time.”  For the total area of Assessment Literacy, there was no 
significance noted for teachers.   
 
While the total area of Assessment Literacy was not significant, there were individual survey 
items that indicated some significance.   Rural teachers were more likely to score a “5,” 
indicating “all of the time,” for:   

• I select assessment items from a common bank or pool (p=.004). 
• Administrators support ‘school-based teacher-led’ assessment (p=.004).  
• I participate in the development of the STARS assessment portfolio sent to NDE 

(p=.000). 
• Teachers that work with students of special populations are involved in STARS(p=.001). 

 
Non-rural teachers were more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” for the survey 
item "I participate in a learning team within my school (p=.001).” Middle schools teachers were 
more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” than high school teachers on the same 
item (p=.002).   
 
Classroom teachers were more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” than specialist 
teachers for the survey items: 

• I participate in the development of the STARS assessment portfolio sent to NDE (p= 
018).   

• I participate in a learning team within my school (p=.018). 
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Discussion 
Assessment literacy is not as prevalent in the discussion with leaders or teachers now that the 
initial development of assessments has been completed.  Both administrators and teachers 
emphasized in the interviews that they were committed to building their own assessment 
competence and supported "school-based teacher-led” assessment.  Science teachers are new to 
the process, but many have been working for several years to get their assessments ready for the 
reporting year.   

• A middle school science teacher shared, “As I see it, it’s kind of evolved.  We have been 
working on assessments . . . basically we went through and aligned our curriculum and 
then we started developing assessments a couple years ago.”   

As teachers shared about the growth of their own assessment competence, they also spoke about 
their own involvement in the success of the STARS process.   
 
Much like teachers, leaders' assessment literacy has also developed through their work with 
teachers in the STARS process.   

• A superintendent shared, “I think just through our in-service, making sure that everybody 
understands that we do have an assessment process and we use data ensured that 
everyone became assessment literate.” 

• A new principal shared how they have developed their own assessment literacy skills 
when she stated, “My personal experience having come to this state and not familiar with 
the STARS initially, during the past six years I’ve come to understand how they develop 
the assessments and why they use those criteria in the process.  I suppose just working 
with them, reading about them in the STARS updates, things like that, more than 
anything else has helped me to become assessment literate.” 

 
Over time there has been a noticeable increase and support of the assessment literacy of both 
leaders and teachers.   

• An elementary principal emphasized that maintaining assessment literacy is 
accomplished by everyday involvement in the issues of STARS.  He stated, “Well, for 
the staff, we meet every week and a part of the conversations that we have probably 
monthly include some sort of issues on where we’re at with STARS testing, where we’re 
heading to, how we’re going to reach those goals, are our children well prepared?”   

• Some leaders have not been satisfied with assessments developed outside of their district 
and now feel confident enough to develop their own assessments as illustrated by this 
high school principal's statement, “We’re going to design our own assessments and the 
ESU staff developer will show us how to make sure we hit all six criteria.” 

 
Non-rural ELL teachers shared how they were involved in the STARS process and how they 
built their assessment literacy skills by working with their colleagues. 

• An ELL teacher stated, “I think that the teachers that are very involved in writing CRTs 
and the textbook adoption process, are the individuals that are connecting more with the 
six quality standards. We absolutely do go over CRTs with all of our newly hired 
employees. We do it through new teacher meetings, during the course of the year.” 

 
The total area of Assessment Literacy for leaders and teachers was not significant during the 
sixth-year study as it has become a part of the daily routine of teachers and leaders as they 
perfect their assessment literacy skills through their continued work with the STARS 
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assessments.  The biggest challenge identified relative to assessment literacy in large school 
districts was the desire to get all teachers on board.   

• This assessment coordinator emphasized, “We're doing our best by doing the 
trainer/trainer model trying to get more people understanding formative assessment so 
that they understand that assessment should not be something that is just tagged on at the 
end of something, its something that goes on daily.  It's part of that normal curriculum, 
instruction, assessment cycle.”  

 
Additionally, unlike rural districts it was noted that it is very difficult for large districts to make a 
significant change without ample time and notification.   

• An assessment coordinator shared, “It becomes difficult for us when we are asked to 
change on a dime . . . we don't touch a subject for seven years once it is done.  We 
continue to do training, we continue to modify, but interventions are set based on the 
needs of the district.” 

 
Theme 3:  Data 

 
LEADERS:  Survey Questions 24-31 

In the area of Data for all leaders, responses ranged from 3.96 to 4.28 with an average of 
4.10 on the Likert scale with “1” representing “none of the time” and “5” representing “all 
of the time.”  The total area of Data was marginally significant (p=.074) because 
assessment/curriculum coordinators were more likely to score a “5” than either 
middle/secondary principals (p=.017) or elementary principals (p=.052).  
 
There were individual survey items for leaders that indicated some significance.  Non-rural 
leaders were more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” than their rural counterparts 
for: 

• District/school provides assistance for analyzing STARS assessment data (p=.005). 
• New teachers are trained to use data for improving instruction (p=.000). 

 
Assessment/Curriculum Coordinators were more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the 
time,” than superintendents (p=.000), middle/secondary principals (p=.000), and elementary 
principals (p=.000) for the “district/school disaggregating STARS data.”  
 
Female leaders were more likely than male leaders to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” 
for: 

• Using STARS data results to make instructional decisions (p=.033). 
• Disaggregating the STARS data (p=.022). 
• Using STARS disaggregated data to make instructional decisions about students in 

special populations (p=.040). 
 

TEACHERS:  Survey Questions 24-31 
In the area of Data for all teachers, responses ranged from 2.65 to 3.88 with an average of  
3.83 on the Likert scale with “1” representing “none of the time” and “5” representing “all 
of the time.”  The total area of Data was significant (p=.017).   The area of Data was also 
significant for teachers and specialists (p=.002).   
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There were individual survey items that indicated some significance.  Rural teachers were more 
likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” than their non rural counterparts for “my school 
provides a record keeping system for STARS data (p=.000).”  Non-rural teachers were more 
likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” than their rural counterparts for “in my school 
districts, new teachers are trained to use data for improving instruction (p=.003).” 
 
Elementary teachers were more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” than their high 
school counterparts for:  

• I use the STARS data results to make instructional decisions (p=.000).   
• I disaggregate STARS data for students in my classroom (p=.023). 
• I use STARS disaggregated data to make instructional decisions about students in special 

populations (p=.004). 
• My school provides assistance for analyzing STARS assessment data (p=.034). 
• In my school district, new teachers are trained to use data for improving instruction 

(p=.034).   
 
Middle school teachers were more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” than their 
high school counterparts for: 

• Using the STARS data results to make instructional decisions (p=.015).   
• New teachers are trained to use data for improving instruction (p=.019).   

 
Classroom teachers were more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” than specialist 
teachers for the survey items: 

• I disaggregate STARS data for students in my classroom (p=.015). 
• I score my own STARS assessments (p=.000). 
• I record my own STARS assessment results (p=.000). 

 
Discussion 

The interview question regarding the use of data yielded a wide variety of ways that educators 
used data to improve student learning.   

• An elementary principal emphasized the use of data, "Well again, I think probably the 
biggest thing is just making it the norm to look at that data, assess it and think about it.  
That’s the process we’re in, whereas five years ago that wasn’t happening.  Teachers now 
have data at their fingertips.  They can see the trend, they can see the themes, and they 
can see the problem.”   

• Data is being used to plan how to improve student learning though the use of objectives 
as stated by this elementary principal, “We’ve looked at the data and we’re establishing 
objectives based on that data on how to improve student outcomes.” 

• A superintendent shared, “. . . I say the whole STARS school improvement process has 
brought data to the forefront, I think now teachers are paying a lot more attention to data 
than they ever have.  And they better understand how students are performing.  They 
have measures to determine if students are actually learning.”   

• Teachers emphasized the importance of looking at gap data as noted by this elementary 
teacher, “I think if you see large gaps, if you see areas that perhaps you’re weak in, or 
even areas that you’re strong in, I think that dictates then what it is you teach.  So I think 
that data is very important.”   
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An innovative way of building the skills of teachers in the use of data and creating ownership for 
data have been implemented using a train-the-trainer model where one person serves as a 
building data representative.  

• An assessment coordinator shared, “We meet with them five times a year, and these 
individuals typically are leaders in the building in some form. They could be principals, 
they could be assistant principals, and they could be classroom teachers. Matter of fact, 
I’d say at least a third to half of them are probably classroom teachers. They come and 
obviously they learn about data and how to analyze the data and how do you convey that 
information to your staff.”  

 
A superintendent summarized the importance of providing leadership when using data, “I’ve 
learned a long time ago if you measure it and you watch that data and you pay attention to it, it 
becomes important to everybody.”  It is evident to the researchers that the use of data in schools 
has increased over time and is impacting instruction on a daily basis.    
 

Theme 4:  Leadership 
 

LEADERS:  Survey Questions 32-37 
In the area of Leadership for all leaders, responses ranged from 4.41 to 4.67 with an 
average of 4.48 on the Likert scale with “1” representing “none of the time” and “5” 
representing “all of the time.”  The total area of Leadership indicated significant 
differences.   
 
In the total area of Leadership there was a significant difference between non-rural and rural 
leaders.  Non-rural leaders (M=4.58) scored significantly higher than rural leaders (M=4.38) 
(p=.007). In the total area of Leadership male leaders (M=4.58) responded significantly higher 
than female leaders (M=4.39) (p=.004).    
 
Assessment/curriculum coordinators were more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” 
than superintendents (p=.008), middle/secondary principals (p=.006), and elementary principals 
(p=.009).   
 
There were individual survey items that also indicated significance.  Non-rural leaders were 
more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” than their rural counterparts for: 

• My vision defines how STARS assessment fits into effective teaching and learning 
(p=.037).   

• I define success as high achievement for all learners (p=.046). 
• I provide a schedule or plan that coordinates testing of students (p=.014). 

 
Assessment/curriculum coordinators were more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” 
than superintendents on: 

• I am assessment literate and committed to assessment literacy for all (p=.002).  
• I provide a schedule or plan that coordinates testing of students (p=.000). 

 
Assessment/curriculum coordinators were more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” 
than middle/secondary principals on:  

• I define success as high achievement for all learners (p=.020). 
• I am assessment literate and committed to assessment literacy for all (p=.001). 
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• I provide a schedule or plan that coordinates testing of students (p=.003). 
 
Assessment/curriculum coordinators were more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” 
than elementary principals on: 

• I am assessment literate and committed to assessment literacy for all (p=.005).  
• I provide a schedule or plan that coordinates testing of students (p=.006). 

 
Female leaders were more likely than male leaders to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” 
on: 

• I am committed to academic excellence that is communicated through a clear vision 
(p=.011). 

• My vision defines how STARS assessment fits into effective teaching and learning 
(p=.002). 

• I define success as high achievement for all learners (p=.001). 
• I am assessment literate and committed to assessment literacy for all (p=.000). 
• I am committed to encouraging new teachers to become school leaders (p=.041). 

 

TEACHERS:  Survey Questions 32-37 
In the area of Leadership for all teachers, responses ranged from 3.53 to 4.61 with an 
average of 4.08 on the Likert scale with “1” representing “none of the time” and “5” 
representing “all of the time.”  The total area of Leadership indicated significant 
differences between elementary, middle and high school teachers (p=.020).   
 
There were individual survey items that indicated some significance.  In the total area of 
Leadership there was a significant difference between rural and non-rural teachers.  Rural 
teachers responded significantly higher than non-rural teachers for “my vision defines how 
STARS assessment fits into effective teaching and learning (p=.006).”   
 
Elementary teachers were more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” than their high 
school counterparts for: 

• I am assessment literate and committed to assessment literacy for all (p=.026). 
• I provide an assessment schedule that coordinates testing for my students (p=.001). 

 
Middle school teachers were more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” than their 
high school counterparts for “my vision defines how STARS assessments fits into effective 
teaching and learning (p=.035).” 
 
Classroom teachers were more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” than specialist 
teachers for “I provide an assessment schedule that coordinates testing for my students 
(p=.002).” 
 

Discussion 
A focus on student learning within the vision and mission of a district/school was the essence of 
the successful implementation of the STARS process.  

• This rural superintendent shared, “Our mission statement is student learning, student 
achievement, student success.  It’s very simple, it’s right to the point and that’s what 
we’re all about.”  
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• Another superintendent indicated, “If our number one mission as a district is to improve 
student performance, then I have to make sure that we have measurement tools in place to 
measure student performance that we all agree is important and STARS is a piece of 
that.”   

• Yet another superintendent summarized the connection to vision and mission when he 
stated, “We’ve always had a mission statement that we want all students to achieve at the 
highest possible level and to be successful and all means all.” 

 
In order for students and teachers to be successful, leaders looked at evidence within the teaching 
process to ensure that students are learning.   

• A rural principal stated “accountability, making sure my teachers are teaching and then 
that my teachers are assessing.”   

• A rural female elementary principal stated, “Well, of course careful monitoring through 
observation, my own observation,  . . .so if I have a teacher who is not doing well at 
bringing closure to her lessons, she can go in and look at master teachers who do an 
absolutely phenomenal job at closure.”   

• A secondary principal shared, “through our evaluation and observation process, as far as 
instructional management, we try to make sure that our teachers are doing as good a job 
as we can. It’s kind of a self-improvement model.  We rely a lot on trying to get teachers 
to take a look at what they’re doing and kind of self-evaluate a little bit.” 

 
Finally, leaders emphasized the importance of maximizing the time for instruction.   

• A rural middle school principal shared, “We try to eliminate all interruptions in the 
classroom.  When the teachers are in there, the students are number one.”   

• Another elementary principal stated, “By protecting that time, I’d say would be the best 
way I have maximized time.  The primary grades have their extra activities, such as PE 
and music in the afternoon or as late in the morning as possible to try to maximize the use 
of that time in the morning for reading, for the basic skills.” 

 
Teacher leadership is essential to the success of the STARS process.   

• A female rural middle school principal shared, “I count on my fourth grade teachers, 
eighth grade teachers and eleventh grade teachers in those core areas especially reading, 
writing, speaking, listening and math to know the process and be able to talk about it with 
others.  They also go out and help if a teacher needs help using the assessments or 
looking at the criteria, so they’re there to help me, I use them a lot.” 

 
Teachers are also leaders in decision making and ownership.   

• This rural superintendent shared, “Well, I think the staff is involved at every level in all 
the decisions.  We just don’t leave the staff out of the loop in any of the process.” 

• Another rural middle school principal shared, “Oh, its staff driven.  They have to have 
ownership in it in order to make it effective.  If it comes top down it won’t mean 
anything.” 

 
The total area of Leadership indicated significant differences for both leaders and teachers.  
Leadership is critical to the success of the STARS process and has emerged as a strong indicator 
of district and school success.    
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Theme 5:  Instructional Impact 
 

LEADERS:  Survey Questions 38-61 
In the area of Instructional Impact for all leaders, responses ranged from 4.07 to 4.16 with 
an average of 4.11 on the Likert scale with “1” representing “none of the time” and “5” 
representing “all of the time.”  The total area of Instructional Impact was not significant.    
 
There were individual survey items that indicated significance.   Non-rural leaders were more 
likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” than their rural counterparts for: 

• A curriculum implementation plan describes roles and responsibilities and ensures 
standards based instruction (p=.000). 

• Consistency in achievement expectation for all educators is ensured (p=.046). 
• New teachers are given specialized assistance in understanding the  

STARS process (p=.037).   
• Achievement standards are held high for all students (p=.026). 
• Administrators and teachers collectively use data to develop support systems for students 

not meeting the standards (p=.015). 
• Leaders are focused on instruction and continuous improvement (p=.001). 

 
Rural leaders were more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” than their non-rural 
counterparts for “I have evidence that standards are taught (p=.029).”   
 
Assessment/curriculum coordinators were more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” 
than superintendents on: 

• Curriculum is aligned to the state standards (p=.035). 
• I have evidence that lesson plans are aligned to standards (p=.040). 
• I have evidence that standards are taught (p=.003). 
• I have evidence that all students have an opportunity to learn (p=.056). 

 
Middle/secondary principals were more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” than 
superintendents on: 

• Curriculum is aligned to the state standards (p=.017). 
• I have evidence that standards are taught (p=.005). 

 
Middle/secondary principals were more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” than 
assessment/curriculum coordinators on: 

• Teachers are held accountable for teaching the adopted curriculum (p=.003). 
• Instructional differentiation is provided to meet individual needs of students (p=.006). 

 
Middle/secondary principals were more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” than 
elementary principals on “opportunities are provided for teachers to share STARS assessment 
results with parents (p=.004).” 
 
Elementary principals were more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” than 
superintendents (p=.004), assessment/curriculum coordinators (p=.000), and middle/secondary 
principals (p=.054) on “teachers are held accountable for teaching the adopted curriculum.”  
 
Elementary principals were also more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” than 
superintendents on: 
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• New teachers are given specialized assistance in understanding the STARS process 
(p=.041).   

• Teachers understand and apply the principles of sound grading practices (p=.045). 
• I have evidence that lesson plans are aligned to standards (p=.001).  
• I have evidence that standards are taught (p=.041).  
• Administrators and teachers collectively use data to develop support systems for students 

not meeting the standards (p=.018).   
 
Elementary principals were more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” than 
assessment/curriculum coordinators in: 

• Teachers understand and apply the principles of sound grading practices (p=.032).   
• Instructional differentiation is provided to meet individual needs of students (p=.007).   
• Students that do not master the standards are re-taught (p=.022).   

 
Elementary principals were more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” than 
middle/secondary principals on: 

• Achievement standards are held high for all students (p=.011).   
• I have evidence that lesson plans are aligned to standards (p=.034).   
• Students that do not master the standards are re-taught (p=.020). 

 
Female leaders were more likely than male leaders to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” 
on: 

• Teachers are held accountable for teaching the adopted curriculum (p=.002). 
• I use STARS assessment results to question, modify and adjust district/school 

instructional decisions (p=.001).  
 

TEACHERS:  Survey Questions 38-61 
In the area of Instructional Impact for all teachers, responses ranged from 2.14 to 4.68 with 
an average of 3.73 on the Likert scale with “1” representing “none of the time” and “5” 
representing “all of the time.”  The total area of Instructional Impact was significant for 
elementary, middle, and high school teachers (p=034).    
 
There were individual survey items that indicated significance.  Non-rural teachers were more 
likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” than their rural counterparts for: 

• My curriculum is aligned to state standards (p=054). 
• A curriculum implementation plan described roles and responsibilities and ensured 

standards based instruction (p=.034). 
• I have visited other school sites to examine successful instructional interventions 

(p=.000). 
• Administrators and teachers collectively use data to develop support systems for students 

not meeting the standards (p=.000). 
• Teachers in my school use STARS data to develop interventions (p=.045). 
• My administrator and I focus upon student achievement results with standards in teacher 

evaluation conferences (p=.002). 
 
Rural teachers were more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” than their non rural 
counterparts for: 
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• I modify my instructional strategies when students do not perform well on the STARS 
assessments (p=.007). 

• I record the standards that I teach to ensure that all students have the opportunity to learn 
(p=.001). 

 
Elementary teachers were more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” than their high 
school counterparts for: 

• In my school achievement standards are held high for all students (p=.011). 
• Administrators in my school assist teachers in making instructional decisions based on 

STARS data (p=.026). 
• I share STARS assessment results with parents of students in my classroom (p=.000).   
• Teachers in my school use STARS data to develop interventions (p=.001).  

 
Middle school teachers were more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” than their 
high school counterparts for: 

• I share STARS assessment results with parents of students in my classroom (p=.008). 
• New teachers are involved in curriculum review so they better understand how 

curriculum, assessment, and school improvement are aligned (p=.034). 
 
Classroom teachers were more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” than specialist 
teachers for: 

• My curriculum is aligned to the state standards (p.001). 
• I am responsible for weaving assessment into instruction (p.000). 
• I align my lesson planning to the standards (p.005). 
• I record the standards that I teach to ensure that all students have an opportunity to learn 

(p=.000).  
 
Specialist teachers were more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” than classroom 
teachers for “Using instructional differentiation to provide for the individual needs of students 
(p.000).” 
 

Discussion 
Focusing on student learning has driven instruction to the forefront of the STARS Process.   

• A superintendent shared, “The biggest change we’ve had to do in education and it’s 
probably of our teachers, is that we’re trying to teach for learning as opposed to just 
teaching.  We’ve got to make sure that students are learning and the assessment process 
measures student learning.”   

 
Educators shared the importance of alignment in the conversations with researchers.  In order to 
provide quality instruction, curriculum must be aligned to standards.  

• A middle school science teacher shared, “Right now we’re in the process of aligning our 
curriculum K-12.  We’ve been doing a lot of things, meeting with the elementary, 
figuring out where everybody’s at as far as what they’re teaching, when they’re teaching 
and just basically getting some continuity within the entire program.”   

 
All educators want to identify the best instructional strategies and interventions to use so that all 
students can be successful.  Best practice research forms the basis for selecting strategies and 
interventions.   
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• This superintendent noted, “We study a lot of research.  I mean, we spend time looking at 
tried and proven research-based interventions that work.  In other words we want to make 
sure we’re just not doing a fad.  We haven’t picked a school that’s done something for 
one year and made a difference.  We want to look at something that’s been tested over 
time; similar demographics to what we’re dealing with; populations that we’re 
addressing, numbers of students, things like that so we spend a lot of time with the 
research.”   

 
In order for the use of research to be successful it must be based on lots of communication.  

• An elementary principal illustrated communication, “So it’s a step-by-step process and a 
lot of conversations and looking at test results.”   

 
This may also mean that a change in belief systems regarding student failure may be needed.  

• As one superintendent shared, “We have bought into the failure is not an option concept!  
We’ve done some things in terms of our grading policy, to enhance student learning.  
And we’re working with our teachers to change a mindset about how students are graded 
in this district.  In other words, I have told the teachers in this district that have given 
students zeroes for not turning in homework that is not an option.”  

 
There are many ways to ensure that students are learning through the use of various instructional 
strategies.   

• A middle school teacher shared, “I guess that depends on the kids. I really monitor the 
kids.  . . . If I see they’re struggling then I’ll change tactics, and if I see they’re getting it 
I’ll just keep doing what I’m doing.”   

• Another middle school teacher stated, “Just as creatively as I CAN.  I work with groups.  
I work using a variety of teaching methods, a variety of strategies.”   

 
Using data to determine what the learning gaps are and how to address those gaps was important 
to making students successful.   

• A rural elementary principal shared, “We have conversations after we look at our STARS 
scores.  Where are the gaps?  How are we going to redirect our curriculum to fill the 
gaps?  . . . We have to look at any given test results for gaps in learning and make 
adjustments in curriculum.”  

• Another elementary principal shared, “We do this through curriculum committees.  We 
do this through grade level meetings at the building level.  We actually have a school 
improvement team at each building level that meets on a monthly basis and at those 
meetings we look at our school improvement goals, we look at the interventions we’re 
using, we’re looking at the data to see if we’re being successful with it.”   

• Yet another elementary principal shared, “We choose our interventions based on the data. 
We’ve done extensive in-service and gone and looked for good interventions, but all of 
those interventions are based on the data and the learning style of the child.”   

 
Special populations create a unique set of needs that challenge classroom teachers as well as 
offer opportunities to enrich teaching in inclusive environments.   

• An ELL leader noted, “I think that the greater challenge is with the mainstream teachers 
that are responsible for serving those students in the math, language arts, and science, 
having a knowledge of where that child is and what their needs are regarding both 
assessment and instruction.”   



 

 92 

• An ELL teacher added, “ I mean because each child is different and each  test is different, 
I think the regular classroom teacher looks at that more than I do, and if they have a 
concern, they’ll let me know what it is and ask me to do a little intervention on that.” 

• An elementary principal shared, “We have really moved from a remediation model to a 
prevention model.  It’s not the kind of thing where we send kids out of the room to finish 
up their homework.  We figure out what the problem is, what the deficit is, and we get in 
there and try to prevent it early.”  

 
New thinking in instructional strategies has begun to impact the grading practices in schools.    

• An assessment coordinator shared, “It has impacted grading practices greatly, I think.  In 
fact we’ve just rewritten our grading policy, so we’re still in transition. We are looking at 
good practice and we’ve rewritten our grading policies . . . so that grades reflect student 
achievement . . . and separate behavior and motivation from achievement.”   

• A superintendent shared, “STARS assessment has caused us to generate a new grading 
policy in this district which has not been adopted by the board of education as of yet, but 
it will be at the first board meeting in April.  It’s scheduled to be approved, and again, the 
assessment team put that grading policy together.”  

• A female middle school teacher stated, “I’ve been looking a lot at grading and STARS.  I 
look at those proficiency levels and for me personally, to me it should correspond to the 
A, B, C, D.  For things to be seamless, we should be looking at, what does an A mean?  
What does a B mean?  I don’t think it means the same in all classrooms and then parents 
get real confused. I’ve done some surveys on this.  OK, so my kid’s got an A here, but 
are they proficient?  Well, they should be.  If everything is aligned and seamless, then 
everything should flow into that so there shouldn’t be a difference between the grade they 
receive on their report card and how they’re doing.” 

 
Theme 6:  External Support 

 
LEADERS:  Survey Questions 62-69 

In the area of External Support for all leaders, responses ranged from 3.60 to 3.70 with an 
average of 3.67 on the Likert scale with “1” representing “none of the time” and “5” 
representing “all of the time.”  The total area of External Support was not significant. 
 
There were individual survey items that indicated significance.  Rural leaders were more likely 
to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” than their non-rural counterparts for: 

• I participate in professional development for STARS provided by external experts 
(p=.000). 

• The ESU provides ongoing assessment training for me (p=.000). 
• The ESU conducts data retreats to help me understand STARS assessment results 

(p=.016).   
• The ESU assists my district/school in the identification of appropriate interventions 

(p=.051). 
• The ESU supported my district/school in preparing evidence for the Nebraska-led peer 

review of the STARS (p=.000). 
• I encourage new teachers in my district/school to increase their knowledge of STARS by 

participating in professional development at the ESU (p=.001). 
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Assessment/curriculum coordinators were more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” 
than superintendents (p=.002), middle/secondary principals (p=.030), and elementary principals 
(p=.003) on “I participate in professional development for STARS provided by external experts.” 
 
Female leaders were more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” than male leaders on 
“I participate in professional development for STARS provided by external experts (p=.012).” 
 

TEACHERS:  Survey Questions 62-69 
In the area of External Support for all teachers, responses ranged from1.64 to 3.45 with an 
average of 3.00 on the Likert scale with “1” representing “none of the time” and “5” 
representing “all of the time.”  The total area of External Support was significant for rural 
and non-rural schools (p.000).    
 
There were individual survey items that indicated significance.  Rural teachers were more likely 
to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” than their non-rural counterparts for: 

• I participate in professional development for STARS provided by external experts 
(p=.000). 

• The ESU provides ongoing assessment training for me (p=.000). 
• The ESU conducts data retreats to help me understand STARS assessment results 

(p=.000).   
• The ESU assists my district/school in the identification of appropriate interventions 

(p=.000). 
• The ESU provides training in instructional strategies that produce increased student 

achievement (p=.000).   
• The ESU supported my district/school in preparing evidence for the Nebraska-led peer 

review of the STARS (p=.000). 
• I encourage new teachers in my district/school to increase their knowledge of STARS by 

participating in professional development at the ESU (p=.000). 
 
Elementary teachers were more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” than their high 
school counterparts for: 

• The ESU provides ongoing assessment training for me (p=.029). 
• The ESU provides training in instructional strategies that produce increased student 

achievement (p=.024).   
• The ESU supported my district/school in preparing evidence for the Nebraska-led peer 

review of the STARS (p=.033). 
• I encourage new teachers in my district/school to increase their knowledge of STARS by 

participating in professional development at the ESU (p=.042). 
Elementary teachers were more likely to score a “5,” indicating “all of the time,” than their 
middle school counterparts for “I participate in professional development for STARS provided 
by external experts (p=.032).”   
 

Discussion 
As indicated throughout the interviews, much of the training is now occurring within school 
buildings or by local ESU experts, especially in non-rural areas. Rural leaders and teachers were 
more likely to indicate ESUs provided professional development, ongoing assessment training, 
data retreats, identification of interventions and training in instructional strategies while non-
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rural schools tended to provide their own professional development and assessment literacy 
training.  ESUs provided more assistance with portfolio development and review for rural 
schools than for their non-rural counterparts.  
 
Higher education is one of the many sources of external training for new teachers and teachers 
currently in the field.  

• A female rural assessment coordinator shared, “. . . training through ESU, training 
through the Nebraska Department of Education.  I was also involved in the Leadership 
for Learning Assessment Cohort through UNL.  I finished that last summer so through 
my involvement with that group of people, I learned more about assessment and the six 
quality criteria.”   

• A rural SPED teacher talked about her daughter’s experience during her practicum at a 
higher education institution by stating, “My daughter is in early childhood development 
and did her practicum.  She was required to work with preschool kids and she said, 
‘Mom, I can’t believe that we’re doing this.  We’re matching standards to a curriculum at 
the school.  And then I need to write my objectives and my lesson plans to go along with 
these standards.’”  

 
Unlike these two positive experiences in higher education, some educators believe that there is a 
need for more communication about STARS in teacher training programs. 

• A rural elementary principal stated, “None of the colleges are fully preparing our 
teachers-our potential teachers-to understand our testing formats.” 

 
Educators shared other venues of external support.   

• An elementary rural principal shared, “. . . through in-services and workshops . . . reading 
books and attending conferences.   

• A rural assessment coordinator stated, “I try and facilitate communication between the 
Nebraska Department of Education and the district.  When we get the updates, those go 
out to the administrators and to the core chairs.  I try and keep everybody apprised of 
what’s going on.”  

• A rural elementary principal also shared that there were web resources that supported her 
training, “There’s tons of information on the website that is very helpful if people just 
take the time to read it.  It’s there.” 

 
Theme 7:  Special Populations 

 

LEADERS and TEACHERS 
In the interviews with educators, the theme “Special Populations” emerged.  Educators across the 
state have risen to the challenge of finding ways to provide appropriate accommodations for all 
students.   

• An assessment coordinator shared that a continuum of needs exists, “We believe the 
needs here are a little extraordinary in terms of the continuum, I mean we have these 
extremely bright students and we have students who are spending nights in shelters.  
They’re having a hard enough time learning the English language. You know the needs 
run such a wide gamut.”  

 
In order to address the many varied needs of special populations, educators shared that they were 
provided professional development opportunities. 
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• A SPED Director stated, “We do a lot of professional development that is provided to 
teams of regular education and special education teachers from buildings to support 
access and progress in general curriculum for students with special needs.”   

• A middle school principal shared, “Well we send them to workshops and in-services and 
we have workshops and in-services here.  We just had one on custom testing.  . . . This 
was especially for our special education students so that they [their teachers] can see that 
the test doesn’t have to be given fifteen questions at a time.  It can be broken down into 
smaller increments that the student can take over a period of time rather than all in one 
day.”  

 
Identifying solutions has been difficult for educators as they implemented the STARS process.   

• A rural assessment coordinator stated, “This has been like the uphill battle and the 
mountain that I feel like I’ve trudged for six years.  I finally felt, since last year, that 
we’ve gotten to the top of it.  And what we’ve said and we’ve been strong and firm in it, 
is that the kids are going to be provided the opportunity to learn and I don’t care what 
their classification is.”   

• An example of the expectation for improvement was shared by this curriculum director,  
“We will take the bottom performers in some different areas, or the special education 
teacher may take their special education case load and they will do a combination of 
things.  We’ve created these spread sheets where it starts with a students name and then 
it’s the years across the top and for Stanford 10 it will be their NCE scores and they now 
know if I don’t have at least the same NCE score I don’t have a year’s growth.  We’ve 
got to have more than a year’s growth in a year’s time, for this student.  We have to have 
that or we’re widening the gap.”  

 
Classroom teachers and special education teachers are working together to meet the needs of all 
students.   

• An elementary principal shared, “When you look at test results we see students who have 
gaps, then we take those and we disseminate further the students that have gaps. How 
many of them are special education, Title, and ELL?  Then we take those subgroups and 
we meet with the people who are the experts in the area. Those subgroup teachers have to 
work directly with the classroom teacher to align what they’re doing to make that strong 
base for that student.”   

• A secondary ESL teacher also shared how they work with content area teachers by 
stating, “The ESL teacher acts as a resource to the classroom teacher so if a student needs 
to take an assessment with extended time or even bilingual support, that can be provided 
in the ESL classroom.  . . . So that extended time and flexibility is available and that 
really is very helpful to students.”   

• A rural assessment coordinator shared, “The special education teachers have done a great 
job in identifying those essential skills within the standards that they need to work on 
along with the classroom teachers, so . . . the instruction goes hand-in-hand.  That helps 
align the curriculum with what we need to focus on.”  

 
Classroom teachers expressed their support for the knowledge of specialized teachers as it relates 
to modifying and adjusting instruction for special needs students.   
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• A middle school teacher stated, “Oh the special education teachers are fantastic with 
modifying, adjusting assignments and having different creative ways to present 
information to kids.”   

• Another SPED Director shared, “I’m thinking about instructional and assessment 
accommodations that would be identified on students’ IEPs or 504 plans. Once they’re 
written down on those documents there’s a heightened sense of awareness about the need 
to be sure those are available to students and there’s a monitoring of the accommodations 
that are needed and which are provided. Regular teachers are much more keyed into what 
accommodations a student needs in different subject areas.”   

• A middle school principal also addressed another way to provide modifications for 
students having difficulty by stating, “We also have a pull out program.  If a student is 
having trouble, maybe one or two days a week, they get pulled out. They get one-on-one 
assistance.” 

 
Along with modifications for special populations, there are challenges with assessing student 
mastery of standards.   

• A rural SPED director shared some of the struggles with assessing SPED students, “On 
the assessment side right now we’re struggling with the use of scribes. We probably have 
less than five students that use scribes throughout the year for assignments. I think I’ve 
talked to all five schools because they’re in the middle of the state writing assessment and 
they want to be sure that they’re using the scribe appropriately. And so they really are, I 
think, very conscientious in wanting to do everything that is allowable for the student but 
really wanting to follow the testing practices.”  

• A middle school principal shared one way that they are trying to meet the challenges of 
testing special education students when she stated, “They’re going to find success.  We 
just had an IEP meeting last night where the special education teacher was saying we’re 
going to use custom testing for this child and they’re not going to have to take all fifteen 
questions at one time and we’re going to break them down into the different areas that are 
being stressed, so I feel like we’re addressing that.” 

• A rural SPED Director shared a challenge with providing the needed accommodations for 
students by stating, “Probably the biggest one (challenge) is . . . the role of 
accommodations and modifications with special education students.  Some kids 
genuinely need to have modifications within their curriculum because of cognitive 
disabilities and they’re giving their all yet if a school chooses to use modifications their 
hands are slapped in that they say that’s a non-participating kid.”   

 
Not only are leaders and teachers worried about an “opportunity to learn” for special education 
students they are also worried about it for other groups of students.   

• A curriculum director shared, “Our high ability teachers were very concerned that 
STARS would be a detriment to our strongest learners.  We helped them figure out a way 
where we could check that.  They said ‘We think kids are dropping.’  So we now keep 
track of the percent of students staying up in the top ten percentile on different kinds of 
measures to see if the percent of our population scoring at the top of things is as high as 
it’s ever been.”   

• Another group of students that present a challenge to districts are students of mobility as 
shared by this superintendent, “The biggest challenge that . . . we face is students coming 
in and out.  We do have a pretty mobile population.  I don’t know if we’re any more 
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mobile than a lot of Nebraska schools our size but the real challenges are students that 
come in.” 

 
In order to provide for the needs of so many diverse students, districts are finding unique ways to 
assign their teaching staff and provide the needed accommodations for students to be successful. 

• One special education director shared, “Most of our teachers are involved in some co-
teaching arrangement, at least part of the day. So they are planning with that regular 
education teacher in providing the accommodations and special education materials and 
modifications that might support the special needs student in reaching or demonstrating 
mastery of those concepts. The incidental benefit for other at-risk learners in those 
classrooms is significant because they also benefit from the specialized attention and 
instruction that’s being provided to the special needs students.” 

 
Although many teachers have risen to the challenge of providing for special populations, there is 
concern that perhaps special education teachers do not have the depth of knowledge for specific 
content areas.   

• This SPED Director expressed concern that special education teachers are not subject 
area experts, “But they don’t have the depth of knowledge and the background in social 
studies or mathematics to be able to provide that same rigorous instruction to special 
needs students and there’s recognition of that across the district at the secondary level.”  

 
Some teachers are still overwhelmed as illustrated by these statements regarding the paperwork 
and value of testing for ELL students.    

• A teacher shared, “I’d just say it has provided a lot more paperwork and a lot of extra 
testing for the kids.  Special population students go through a lot of testing the way it is 
and it has increased it a lot.”  

• A SPED Director shared concern regarding the true progress of special education 
students that is not valued, “Well I’m going to talk out of the other side of my mouth now 
because I really do feel it’s been very good for special education to have a standard and 
to shoot for that standard. I have to think about other portions of our special education 
population. Teachers are very discouraged at not getting credit for how far the student has 
come. And I know that’s talking out of both sides of my mouth.” 

 
It is evident to the researchers that there has been a change of attitudes relative to Special 
Populations as a result of STARS.   

• A high school SPED teacher shared, “I think accountability is a good thing.  And as 
teachers we like to say, oh, yeah, I was accountable before.  But it’s a nice way to keep us 
all teaching the same things at a quality level.  And everyone has that opportunity, not 
just the good students but everyone’s been given that opportunity.”   

• A rural superintendent added, “I think it’s probably held them more accountable because 
their score counts just as much as anybody else.  . . . I think it’s made them feel important 
as part of the school, they’re not treated different than anybody else.  They all have to 
take the same test that everybody else does.  And so I think it’s been good for special 
education for the most part.”   

• An elementary principal noted that, “I always felt my special education kids could learn, 
maybe not at the same rate and maybe not always be on grade level, but I think it’s made 
us not let kids fall through the cracks.”  



 

 98 

Theme 8:  Communication 
 

LEADERS and TEACHERS 
The interviews revealed a variety of ways that educators are communicating details about the 
assessment process and STARS results with various public groups across the state.  

• A rural male superintendent stated, “I think the community is more aware that we are 
measuring student performance and are constantly looking at it.”   

• Another male rural superintendent shared, “We use our website.  We use meetings at the 
building levels.  They [Teachers] meet with the parents.  I write a weekly article in the 
newspaper which covers assessments.  We try to hold a press conference when we get 
data that we want to share.  The media’s been very good to us in sharing that so we 
constantly have it out in front of people.”   

• An elementary principal shared, “I think it’s the idea that we’ve got data and we’re 
expected to share it and we do share it but also we have to kind of enlighten parents as to 
what this really means and we’re in that process.”   

• A rural middle school principal shared, “Well, our superintendent does an excellent job 
and writes a weekly column and shares a lot of data with the public on how our students 
are doing.” 

 
Parents are involved in many ways in school districts across the state and learn a great deal about 
the STARS Process through this involvement.   

• An elementary principal said, “We have student-led conferences at the elementary level 
or students bring their parents in and lead them through that.”  

• A rural elementary teacher shared, “We actually have parent/teacher conferences coming 
up and we have put together a PowerPoint presentation and on one of those slides they 
will have the actual printout report of the STARS tests that have been taken. The teachers 
then will be able to show their parents the tests that they have taken based on those 
standards.”   

• A non-rural middle school teacher shared, “We have to educate the parents on the 
terminology like advanced, proficient, progressive; we have to let them know what those 
mean. I tend to send grade reports home about every two weeks to inform parents how 
their kids are doing.”  

 
The media is used to inform parents about a variety of issues related to school.   

• A rural elementary principal, “Each one of the administrators writes an article every 
month that is published.  I have chosen to focus my articles on assisting parents to assist 
their own children.  The first article I did was on homework.  What can you expect your 
child to have at the elementary for homework?  What can you do as a parent to assist 
your student in being successful in school?  For instance, last month I was focusing on 
reading tips.  And in fact had several internet sites that when your child is a latchkey 
child, these internet sites would certainly help them to be a better reader.  We do things 
like that.” 

 
Educators are also communicating within their own districts and schools in a variety of ways.   

• A rural assessment coordinator said, “One of the things that we’ve implemented this year 
across the district in each building is professional learning teams.  I think that has really 
made a difference in raising the bar for teachers in the learning process.”   
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• A middle school principal shared, “That’s just pretty much common dialogue in our 
building.  One of my opening lines when I see teachers is . . . , ‘What’s new and 
improved in your classroom?  What’s going on?  What did you try today that you haven’t 
tried before?’”   

• A rural SPED teacher indicated, “We work together not only with the teachers but also 
with parents and paraprofessionals.  I think that gives us a great deal of knowledge in the 
collaborative process of knowing what other people are doing.”   

 
Educators in schools and at the district level are collaborating both internally and externally in 
new ways about the STARS Process.  During the interviews this year it was more evident that 
information derived from the STARS Process was being shared with parents and community.   
 

Theme 9:  The STARS Process 
 

LEADERS and TEACHERS 
Again this year, the theme, STARS Process, emerged from our interviews with educators.  
Overall there was a positive feeling about the STARS Process, with only a few educators 
indicating that it is not an effective process.   

• A rural curriculum coordinator shared how she had changed her beliefs over time about 
the STARS process by stating, “What we’ve allowed teachers to do is have authentic 
conversations about what does this mean?  What is this telling us?  What can we do to 
affect the outcome for our kids?  And when I first moved here, I said, ‘Oh, just give us a 
state test.  It would be so much easier.’  And I kind of would scratch my head as we’re 
going though all of this and always thinking that in the back of my head.  But I truly 
believe I have made the leap.  I’ve had the paradigm shift that what we’re doing is what 
we should be doing for kids.”  

 
Districts are becoming more effective about implementing the STARS Process in ways that are 
meaningful to their schools.   

• A rural superintendent stated, “I am very pleased with the STARS assessment because it 
puts the onus right back where it should be, in the classroom, on the classroom teacher to 
make the assessments, to determine what prescriptive type things need to be done in the 
classroom for the student.  The rubber hits the road right there in the classroom and those 
people are in the best position to make those judgments about kids’ progress.”   

• A middle school teacher stated, “I think it’s a good process.  I think it helps level the 
playing field for all children so that we ensure that all children are receiving at least a 
baseline of education.  And I think that’s been a problem in the past because teachers 
were not held accountable.  I think as a profession we should hold ourselves 
accountable.”   
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1  Posthumous 
 

INTRODUCTION 
When confronted with No Child Left Behind and Average Yearly Progress requirements, every 
state but Nebraska decided to use norm-referenced or state developed high-stakes measures. In a 
search for evidence of the positive effects of high-stakes tests on student achievement, Stiggins 
(2004) found only one study with small gains.  Nebraska’s School-based Teacher-led 
Assessment and Reporting System (STARS) is identified by the Partnership for the 21st Century 
Skills (2005) as “…the nation’s most innovative assessment system” (p.13).  STARS is being 
watched closely by national audiences.  Most importantly, it is described by a Nebraska school 
leader as “one of the best things we’ve done in my 25 years in education.”  
 
Nebraska’s STARS requires each district to either adopt state standards or develop local 
standards that are at least equal to or exceed the state standards.  Each district then develops a 
plan for assessing their standards.  The plan is based primarily on locally developed criterion-
referenced tests (CRT’s), which are, therefore, unique to that district.  The STARS is reported at 
fourth, eighth, and eleventh grades.  Districts also report Average Yearly Progress (AYP) at 
grades three through eight and one year in high school.  Districts are also required to administer a 
standardized norm-referenced test (NRT) of their choosing (e.g., Terra Nova, Stanford 
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Achievement Test) which provides an external common “touch point,” and parts of which may 
also be used to assess some standards.  
 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
The purpose of this study was to examine STARS data available to date, four years each in 
reading and math. It is a “snapshot” of the percentage of students in Nebraska school districts 
demonstrating proficiency in these areas. The report includes locally developed criterion-
referenced data, norm-referenced data, District Assessment Portfolio data, and quotes from 
interviews with stakeholders.  The research questions were: 

1. What was the district average percent of students rated as proficient or advanced in 
reading on their locally developed criterion-referenced measure and the norm-referenced 
measure used in that district for 2001, 2003, and 2005 (the three years tested to date for 
reading)? 

2. What changes occurred in the district average percent of students rated as proficient in 
the criterion and norm-referenced data in reading over these years? 

3. What was the district average percent of students rated as proficient in math on their 
locally developed criterion-referenced measure and the norm-referenced measure used in 
that district for 2002, 2004, and 2005 (the three years tested to date for math)? 

4. What changes occurred in the district percentage of students rated as proficient or 
advanced in the criterion-referenced and norm-referenced data in math over these years? 

5. What was the average rating for the District Assessment Portfolios in reading and math 
over the three years of available data? 

6. What changes occurred in District Assessment Portfolios in reading and math over these 
years? 

7. What were the implications for the STARS program? 
 

RESEARCH DESIGN 
Sample 
Data was included for Class III, IV, and V school districts. Class III school districts are 
represented by any school district with a territory having a population of more than 1000 but less 
than 150,000 inhabitants. Class IV school districts (Lincoln only) are represented by any school 
district with a territory having a population of 100,000 or more with a city of the primary class. 
Class V school districts (Omaha only) are represented by any school district within the territory 
having a population of 200,000 or more inhabitants with a city of the metropolitan class within 
the territory (Nebraska Education Directory, 2005-2006). The districts in this study represented 
just over 94% of the public school students in Nebraska. The district data for this study were 
included on the state website and cooperation for use of the data was facilitated by the Nebraska 
Department of Education (NDE). 
 
Score Definitions 
The criterion-referenced score used was the district average percent of students meeting the 
proficiency level or better defined by the local district for their locally developed measure. The 
norm-referenced score is the district average percent of students scoring in the top two quartiles 
on the nationally standardized test used by that district (e.g., California Achievement Test, Iowa 
Test of Basic Skills, and Terra Nova). While the norm-referenced measure used varies, the data 
reported (percent of students in the top two quartiles) is constant for all districts.  
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Since tests used to measure standards are a mix of locally developed criterion-referenced 
measures and may include sections of district specific norm-referenced tests, there are few 
common measures to all districts. It must be remembered that STARS was designed to support 
instruction in local classrooms, not to facilitate ranking of schools. This strong reliance on 
district developed criterion-referenced measures challenges traditional validity and reliability 
views. Therefore, the primary measure of credibility for assessments is a District Assessment 
Portfolio that is submitted annually to the Nebraska Department of Education. 
 
The Portfolio includes school district ratings on six Quality Criteria that were identified by the 
Buros Center for Testing (Plake & Impara, 2000), the technical advisors to the STARS program. 
The Quality Criteria include: 1) the assessment matches the standards, 2) the students have the 
opportunity to learn, 3) the assessment has been reviewed for bias and sensitivity, 4) the 
assessment is at the appropriate level, 5) the assessment is reliably scored, and 6) the mastery 
levels have been appropriately set. Portfolios are rated by an independent measurement expert 
specifically trained in the rubrics of each of the six Quality Criteria. The Buros Institute also 
arranges for a panel of external reviewers comprised of professionals with an earned doctorate in 
educational measurement to complete a rating of district portfolios. The rubric-based ratings on 
each criterion provide the basis for an overall rating. The overall five-point rating scale ranges 
from “1,” “Unacceptable,” to “5,” “Exemplary.” 
 
A survey and follow-up interviews were conducted as a part of the STARS evaluation. Quotes 
from various stakeholders in that process are included in this paper.  
 
Data Analysis 
Based on the fact that criterion referenced scores are unique for each district, norm referenced 
scores vary with the standardized test used by each district, and District Assessment Portfolio 
ratings are based largely on the criterion referenced measures; the data is described as 
unconventional. Traditional inferential statistics, therefore, were not appropriate. Descriptive 
data were reported and discussed. 
 

RESULTS 
STARS Reading Achievement 
As shown in Table 1, the district average percent of student scores reported by districts as 
proficient or better in locally defined criterion referenced reading at the fourth-grade level 
increased from 74.99% in 2001 to 79.39% in 2003, increased to 87.20% in 2005, and increased 
to 90.70% in 2006.  The district average percent proficient for the eighth-grade level increased 
from 73.67% in 2001 to 74.78% in 2003, increased to 84.49% in 2005, and increased to 87.70% 
in 2006.  The district average percent proficient at the eleventh-grade level increased from 
73.54% in 2001 to 74.74% in 2003, increased to 82.26% in 2005, and increased to 86.10% in 
2006.   
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Table 1   
Percent Proficient or Higher (Change) on Criterion-Referenced Tests in Reading a 

Grade 2001 2003 2005 2006 Total Change 
  4 74.99% 79.39% (+ 4.40) 87.20% (+ 7.81) 90.70% (+3.50) +15.71% 
  8 73.67% 74.78% (+ 1.11) 84.49% (+ 9.71) 87.70% (+3.21) +14.03% 
11 73.54% 74.74% (+ 1.20) 82.26% (+ 7.52) 86.10% (+3.84) +12.56% 

a Percent of students scoring proficient or higher was calculated for each district and then averaged across the state. 
 
Proficiency on criterion-referenced measures increased at all grade levels each year; the average 
district gain from 2001 to 2006 was 15.71% at fourth grade, 14.03% at eighth grade, and 12.56% 
at eleventh grade. 
 
Table 2 reports the district average percent of students in the top two quartiles on the norm-
referenced reading test used by districts at the fourth grade increased from 64.93% in 2001 to 
66.75% in 2003, increased to 67.59% in 2005, and increased to 69.42% in 2006.  The eighth 
grade declined from 62.85% in 2001 to 62.56% in 2003, increased to 63.01% in 2005, and 
increased to 63.24% in 2006.  The eleventh grade increased from 59.87% in 2001 to 61.44% in 
2003, increased to 63.67% in 2005, and decreased to 63.59% in 2006.  Proficiency, as 
determined by the percent of students in districts in the top two quartiles on norm-referenced 
measures, also increased from 2001 to 2006 with a 4.49% increase at fourth grade, a 0.39% 
increase at eighth grade, and 3.72% gain at eleventh grade. 
 
Table 2   
Percent Proficient or Higher (Change) on Norm-Referenced Tests in Reading a 

Grade 2001 2003 2005 2006 Total Change 
4 64.93% 66.75% (+ 1.82) 67.59% (+ 0.84) 69.42% (+1.83%) +4.49% 
8 62.85% 62.56% (- 0.29) 63.01% (+ 0.45) 63.24 (+.23%) +.39% 

11 59.87% 61.44% (+ 1.57) 63.67% (+ 2.23) 63.59 (-.08%) +3.72% 
a Percent of students scoring in the top two quartiles was calculated for each district and then averaged across the 
state. 
 
STARS Math Achievement 
As shown in Table 3, the district average percent of students reported by districts as proficient or 
better in locally defined criterion-referenced math at the fourth-grade level increased from 
78.29% in 2002 to 85.16% in 2004, increased to 89.00% in 2005, and increased to 90.90% in 
2006.  The district percent proficient at the eighth-grade level increased from 68.58% in 2002 to 
75.34% in 2004, increased to 80.27% in 2005, and increased to 82.90% in 2006.  The district 
percent proficient at the eleventh-grade level increased from 66.22% in 2002 to 72.20% in 2004, 
increased to 76.24% in 2005, and increased to 80.30% in 2006.  Proficiency in criterion-
referenced measures increased at all grade levels each year, the gain from 2002 to 2006 at fourth 
grade was 12.61%, at eighth grade was 14.32%, and at the eleventh grade was 15.08%.  
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Table 3   
Percent Proficient or Higher (Change) on Criterion-Referenced Tests in Math a 

Grade 2002 2004 2005 2006 Total Change 
  4 78.29% 85.16% (+ 6.87) 89.00% (+ 3.84) 90.90% (+1.9%) +12.61% 
  8 68.58% 75.34% (+ 6.76) 80.27% (+ 4.93) 82.90% (+2.63%) +14.32% 
11 66.22% 72.20% (+ 6.98) 76.24% (+ 4.04) 80.30% (+4.06%) +15.08% 

a Percent of students scoring proficient or higher was calculated for each district and then averaged across the state. 
 
Table 4 reports the district average percent of students in the top two quartiles on the norm-
referenced math test used by districts at the fourth grade increased from 68.12% in 2002 to 
71.31% in 2004, increased to 72.05% in 2005, and increased to 73.83% in 2006.  The eighth 
grade declined from 67.34% in 2002, to 66.67% in 2004, increasing to 73.67% in 2005, and 
declining to 67.83% in 2006.  The eleventh grade increased from 67.49% in 2002 to 67.90% in 
2004, declined to 67.13% in 2005, and increased to 67.62% in 2006.  Proficiency on norm-
referenced measures increased at all grade levels however slightly at 8th and 11th grade.  The gain 
from 2002 to 2006 at fourth grade was 5.71%, 0.49% at eighth grade and 0.13% at eleventh 
grade.  
 
Table 4   
Percent Proficient or Higher (Change) on Norm-Referenced Tests in Math a 

Grade 2002 2004 2005 2006 Total Change 
  4 68.12% 71.31% (+ 3.19) 72.05% (+ 0.74) 73.83% (+1.78%) +5.71% 
  8 67.34% 66.67% (- 0.67) 73.67%  (+ 7.0) 67.83% (-5.84%) (+.49%) 
11 67.49% 67.90%  (+0.41) 67.13% (- 0.77) 67.62% (+.49%) (+.13%) 

a Percent of students scoring in the top two quartiles was calculated for each district and then averaged across the 
state. 
 
District Assessment Portfolio Ratings 
As reflected in Table 5, the total district average of Reading Assessment Portfolio ratings across 
grades four, eight, and eleven, on the five-point Likert scale, increased for grade four from 3.57 
in 2001 to 4.34 in 2003, increased to 4.55 in 2005, and decreased to 4.54 in 2006, with a total 
increase of 0.91 from 2001 to 2006.  Portfolio ratings for grade eight increased from 3.48 in 2001 
to 4.35 in 2003, increased to 4.56 in 2005, and remained the same (4.56) in 2006, with a total 
increase of 1.08 from 2001 to 2006.  Portfolio ratings for grade eleven increased from 3.46 in 
2001 to 4.35 in 2003, increased to 4.55 in 2005, and remained the same (4.55) in 2006, with a 
total increase of 1.09 from 2001 to 2006.   
 
The total district average of Reading Assessment Portfolio rating across grades four, eight and 
eleven increased from 3.50 in 2001 to 4.35 in 2003, to 4.55 in 2005, and declined to 4.48 in 
2006, with a total increase of 3.08 from 2001 to 2006.   
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Table 5  
Reading District Average Portfolio Ratings (Gain/Loss) 2001-2006 

Grade Reading 2001 Reading 2003 Reading 2005 Reading 2006 Reading Total 
Change 

  4 3.57 4.34 (+.77) 4.55 (+.15) 4.54 (-.01) +0.91 
  8 3.48 4.35 (+.87) 4.56 (+.21) 4.56 (0) +1.08 
11 3.46 4.35 (+.89) 4.55 (+.20) 4.55 (0) +1.09 

Total Dist Av Portfolio 
Rating (4, 8, 11) 3.50 4.35 (+2.53) 4.55 (+.56) 4.48 (-.01) +3.08   
 
As reflected in Table 6, the total district average for Math Assessment Portfolio ratings across 
grades four, eight, and eleven, on the five-point Likert scale, increased for grade four from 3.98 
in 2002, increased to 4.67 in 2004, declined to 4.57 in 2005, and remained the same (4.57) in 
2006, with an increase of 0.59 from 2002 to 2006.  Portfolio ratings for grade eight increased 
from 3.96 in 2002 to 4.77 in 2004, declined to 4.66 in 2005, and declined to 4.65 in 2006, with a 
total increase of 0.69 from 2002 to 2006.  Grade eleven portfolio ratings increased from 3.96 in 
2002 to 4.77 in 2004, declined to 4.60 in 2005, and increased to 4.61 in 2006.   
 
The total district average of Math Assessment Portfolio rating across grades four, eight and 
eleven increased from 3.97 in 2002, increased to 4.74 in 2004, declined to 4.61 in 2005, and 
remained at 4.61 in 2006, with a total increase of 1.93 from 2002 to 2006.   
 
Table 6  
Math District Average Portfolio Ratings (Gain/Loss) 2001-2006 

Grade Math 2002 Math 2004 Math 2005 Math 2006 Total Change 
4 3.98 4.67 (+0.69) 4.57 (-.10) 4.57 (0) (+0.59) 
8 3.96  4.77 (+0.81) 4.66 (-.11) 4.65 (-0.01) (+0.69) 

11 3.96  4.77 (+0.81) 4.60 (-.17)  4.61 (+0.01) (+0.65) 
Total Dist Av Portfolio 
Rating (4, 8, & 11) 3.97 4.74 (+2.31) 4.61 (-.38) 4.61 (0) (+1.93)  

 
SUMMARY 

District criterion-referenced measures continue to show growth over time in the areas of reading 
and math from 2001 to 2006.  District norm-referenced measures have generally increased in 
reading for fourth, eighth, and eleventh grades.  District math norm-referenced measures 
generally increased for grades four, eight, and eleven.  School improvement with student 
academic achievement as the goal is not a short-term process.  Nebraska is in its sixth year of full 
implementation of the program and variability still exists in achievement in some areas.   
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2002-2006 Nebraska’s STARS Statewide  
Writing Achievement 
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Dr. Shirley Mills, Assistant Professor, University of Texas-Pan American 
Dr. Leon Dappen, Associate Professor, University of Nebraska-Omaha1 

1  Posthumous 
 

INTRODUCTION 
With the emphasis on education to demonstrate increased achievement for all students and all 
schools to be accountable to their constituents, states have developed or adopted state-mandated 
tests to assess student academic performance.  Nebraska made a decision to implement a system 
of accountability that enhances student performance by focusing upon building assessment 
literacy among educators.  In the Nebraska School-based Teacher-led Assessment and Reporting 
System (STARS), districts first adopt local or state standards.  Districts then submit an 
assessment plan that may include locally developed criterion-referenced tests (CRTs) to assess 
the district’s standards at the identified grade levels.  Districts may also choose to use items from 
their locally chosen norm-referenced test (NRT) to assess some of their standards. 
 
Based on previous involvement by a number of Nebraska school districts in the Six Trait writing 
model and the natural link of this criterion-referenced approach with the emerging philosophy of 
Nebraska STARS, a requirement for a statewide writing assessment was included in the 
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legislation establishing Nebraska’s assessment system.  The merits, or lack thereof, of statewide 
writing assessments have been an area of some debate.  Concerns include such areas as reducing 
writing to a formulaic approach, narrowing content in the teaching of writing and teacher time 
spent on scoring rather than the instruction of writing (Hillock, 2003; Mabry, 1999). 
 
Spandel and Stiggins (1997) looked at an important way to bridge the gap between large-scale 
assessment and classroom instruction in their discussion of large-scale assessments that enlisted 
classroom teachers as raters.  They maintained that teachers who assessed students’ work in the 
large-scale setting gave themselves an education in both how to write and how to assess. They 
further argued that teachers who participated as raters in large-scale assessment gained a broader 
perspective of student writing from throughout a state or district, which was very different from 
seeing only the writing of their students. But they cited that the primary contribution large-scale 
writing assessment had made to writing instruction, with the exception of scoring criteria that 
promoted the reliability of scoring, was a higher expectation for student performance. They also 
maintained that a state writing assessment, perhaps more than any other single stimulus, 
prompted decision makers to ask important questions that they may not have asked before, 
questions that examined when, where, and how writing was being taught. 
 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
The purpose of this study was to examine the district achievement data available for the 
Statewide Writing Assessment for the Nebraska STARS program. The research questions for this 
study were: 
 

1. What was the district average percent of students rated proficient or better in grades 
four, eight, and eleven for years 2002-2006 on the Nebraska Statewide Writing 
Assessment? 

2. What were the changes over the years 2002-2006 in the district average percent of 
students rated as proficient or better in district writing scores at grades four, eight, and 
eleven? 

3. What were the teacher perceptions of the writing assessment? 
4. What were the implications for the Nebraska STARS program? 

 
RESEARCH DESIGN 

Districts Included 
Data was included for Class III, IV, and V school districts. Class III school districts are 
represented by any school district with a territory having a population of more than 1000 but less 
than 150,000 inhabitants. Class IV school districts (Lincoln only) are represented by any school 
district with a territory having a population of 100,000 or more with a city of the primary class. 
Class V school districts (Omaha only) are represented by any school district within the territory 
having a population of 200,000 or more inhabitants with a city of the metropolitan class within 
the territory (Nebraska Education Directory, 2005-2006). The districts in this study represented 
just over 94% of the public school students in Nebraska. The district data for this study were 
included on the state website and cooperation for use of the data was facilitated by the Nebraska 
Department of Education (NDE). 
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Statewide Writing Assessment Prompt Development 
The process for development of writing prompts for use in the Statewide Writing Assessment 
relied on the involvement of Nebraska classroom teachers.  Participating teachers were 
recommended by their district superintendent or assessment contact person and selected by the 
NDE each year to take part in a writing development task force. The task force consisted of three 
panels, each consisting of 10-15 teachers representing grades four, eight, and eleven from a 
variety of school sizes and geographic regions. The task force was convened for a one-day 
workshop facilitated by the NDE for the purpose of: 
 

• Reviewing the characteristics of mode-specific writing 
• Learning the criteria for effective writing prompts 
• Reviewing and examining areas of bias to be avoided 
• Creating writing prompts for field testing 

 
During the workshop, participants read and discussed examples of current research related to 
best practices in the teaching and assessment of student writing.  Participants also read about and 
discussed criteria for effective writing prompts as well as issues related to bias that should be 
avoided when creating writing prompts.  A number of examples of writing prompts including 
those that had been used in previous Nebraska statewide writing assessments were also reviewed. 
 
Statewide Writing Assessment Prompts Field Testing Process 
From information gathered at the Writing Prompt Development workshop, school districts 
representing various sizes and geographic locations were selected to field test the writing 
prompts with students in grades four, eight, and eleven before the end of the current school year. 
Multiple prompts were field tested across multiple school districts.  
 
Participants in the field-testing were at the appropriate grade-level and completed assessments 
according to standard administration procedures. The size of the student sample selected for the 
field-testing was adequate to provide responses sufficient for scoring and anchoring purposes. At 
the conclusion of the field-testing, the NDE conducted a review to “fine-tune” the Statewide 
Writing Assessment scoring process.  
 
Statewide Writing Assessment Assessors 
Nebraska teachers were recruited by the NDE to score the writing assessment each year. The 
scorer qualifications included:  

(a)  The teacher was currently teaching or had taught at or near the grade-level being 
assessed.  

(b)  The teacher was familiar with student writing at the grade-level being assessed. 
(c)  The teacher had basic knowledge of the Six Trait writing assessment model. 

 
Statewide Writing Assessment Scoring Process 
Scoring of the state assessment was held at a central location in the state and scorers came to the 
site for three days during which training and the scoring occurred. The scoring process of 
Nebraska’s Statewide Writing Assessment required each sample of student writing to be read 
and scored by two trained teacher raters who assigned a single holistic score within allowable 
ranges as prescribed by the rubric. The rubric criteria were ideas and content, organization, voice 
or tone, word choice, sentence fluency, and conventions as identified in the Nebraska Content 
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Standards (NDE). Raters assigned a score based on how the writing met these criteria overall. If 
there was more than a two-point difference, a third scoring was done. The scoring range was 
from one to four in + and – intervals resulting in a ten-point scale. The final score was the 
composite of the two individual scores. The NDE contracts with the Buros Center for Testing to 
establish the statewide cut-score. 
 
In the first three years, scoring was done at three sites across the state. To improve reliability, 
scoring is now done at one site. A sample was sent out of state for scoring by an independent 
contracted testing company. The Nebraska Department of Education releases results for the 
statewide writing assessment and all Nebraska STARS assessments on their website each fall. 
Local district and individual school data shared includes the district average percent of students 
meeting proficiency or better on the Statewide Writing Assessment.   
 
Data Analysis 
The unit of analysis for this study was the district average percent of students rated as proficient 
in Class III, IV, and V school districts for the State of Nebraska in writing at grades four, eight, 
and eleven. While this statewide assessment took on some formal technical assessment 
characteristics that would more characterize norm-referenced tests (statewide common 
administration and scoring, common cut-score) than many criterion-referenced assessments, it 
was clearly not a comparison with a separate norm group. Descriptive data was, therefore, 
reported and discussed. However, because the assessment was a common measure across 
districts and was an equal interval scale, inferential statistics were also used to examine statistical 
significance between pre/post scores from inception to last scoring.  All significance tests were 
two-tailed.  
 

RESULTS 
Ratings of Writing Proficiency 
Table 7 indicates that gains were made at nearly all grades and years of comparison. At fourth 
grade, gains from 2002 to 2004, and 2004 to 2005, were significant (p<.001) with a decline 
indicated in 2006. At eighth grade, the gain from 2003 to 2004 was significant (p<.001); the gain 
from 2004 to 2005 was not significant.  There was an increase in 2006 to 87.00%.  The gain in 
eleventh grade from 2004 to 2005 was significant (p < .05) with a slight gain in 2006.  
 
Writing scores increased for all grades, with grade four increasing 6.91% from 2002 to 2006, 
grade eight increasing 7.45%, and grade eleven increasing 1.88%.   
 
Table 7   
Statewide Writing Assessment 2002-2006:  Mean District Percent of Student Scores at the 
Proficient Level or Higher a  

Grade 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 Change 2006 vs. Baseline 
4 76.50%  80.89%** 84.57%** 83.41% +6.91% 
8  79.55% 85.44%** 86.31% 87.00% +7.45% 

11   89.22% 91.02%* 91.91% +1.88% 
*p<.05 compared to the previous year **p<.001 compared to the previous year 
† p<.05 compared to the baseline year ‡ p<.001 compared to the baseline year 
Note:  2002, 2003, and 2004 were baseline years for grades 4, 8, and 11 respectively 
a Percent of students scoring proficient or higher was calculated for each district and then averaged across the state. 
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Teacher Perceptions 
In “Charting STARS – Sustainability as Challenge and Opportunity,” Gallagher (2003) reported 
the results of a second year of a research study and comprehensive evaluation of Nebraska’s 
School-based Teacher-led Assessment and Reporting system (STARS).  Among the major 
findings of the analyses of a survey administered to teachers on their perceptions and classroom 
practices related to the state writing assessment were: 69% of all teachers placed more emphasis 
on practice writing assessments, 73% placed more emphasis on sharing assessment criteria in 
class, and 73% placed more emphasis on explicit instruction in six trait writing. 
 
In addition to these findings, Gallagher (2003) reported that 88% of teachers agreed or agreed 
strongly that the six traits scoring rubric used to score the state writing assessment was useful for 
instruction; 75% agreed or strongly agreed that the state writing assessment supported learning 
objectives they have for their students; 72% agreed or strongly agreed that the results of the state 
writing assessment were useful for teachers; and 65% agreed or strongly agreed that the six traits 
were the most important features of writing. 
 

SUMMARY 
The purpose of this study was to examine district achievement data available for the Statewide 
Writing Assessment.  Results indicated that fourth, eighth, and eleventh graders made gains in 
the pre/post comparisons on the Statewide Writing Assessment.  The writing data, which 
compared fourth grade data from 2002 through 2006, and eighth grade data from 2003 through 
2006, revealed overall gains at both grades.  This may reflect the involvement of many school 
districts with Six Trait Writing preceding the formal statewide writing assessment process.  
Students at the eighth and eleventh grades continued to show growth on their writing scores from 
2004 to 2006.  However, fourth-grade scores dropped slightly in 2005 to 2006 with an overall 
gain from 2002 to 2006 of 6.91%.  While this writing assessment has characteristics that enable 
inferential statistical analysis to be used, there may be some question from the traditional 
measurement community concerning this practice.  It must be remembered that the philosophy 
and purpose of Nebraska STARS is to support teaching and learning, and not to focus on 
development of assessments of technical strengths in ranking results. 
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1  Posthumous 
 

INTRODUCTION 
A key component of No Child Left Behind is to demonstrate increased academic achievement 
for all students. States have taken different approaches to accomplish this end. Nebraska has built 
a School-based Teacher-led Assessment and Reporting System (STARS), which requires 
Nebraska School Districts to develop a local assessment system to measure student performance 
on local standards. There is no single high-stakes test. The STARS has been in place for six 
years and has a strong success record with total group data (Roschewski, Isernhagen, & Dappen, 
2006).  
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PURPOSE OF STUDY 
The purpose of this study was to examine the academic change of special populations, in this 
case, English Language Learners (ELL) and Special Education (SPED) students. The questions 
for this study were: 

1. What were the changes in district average percent of students rated as proficient or 
higher in reading for 2001-2006 on their locally developed criterion-referenced tests 
for ELL and SPED students? 

2. What were the changes in district average percent of students rated as proficient or 
higher in math for 2002-2006 on their locally developed criterion-referenced tests for 
ELL and SPED students? 

3. What were the changes in district average percent of students rated as proficient or 
higher in writing on the statewide criterion-referenced writing assessment for ELL 
and SPED students? 

4. What were the implications to the Nebraska STARS program from these findings? 
 

RESEARCH DESIGN 
Districts Included 
Data was included for Class III, IV, and V school districts. Class III school districts are 
represented by any school district with a territory having a population of more than 1000 but less 
than 150,000 inhabitants. Class IV school districts (Lincoln only) are represented by any school 
district with a territory having a population of 100,000 or more with a city of the primary class. 
Class V school districts (Omaha only) are represented by any school district with a territory 
having a population of 200,000 or more inhabitants with a city of the metropolitan class within 
the territory (Nebraska Education Directory, 2005-2006). The districts in this study represented 
just over 94% of the public school students in Nebraska. The district data for this study were 
included on the state website and cooperation for the use of the data was facilitated by the 
Nebraska Department of Education.  
 
Score Definitions 
The criterion-referenced score (CRT) for reading and math was the district average percentage 
for ELL and SPED students meeting the proficiency level or better defined by the local district 
for their locally developed measure in classes III, IV, and V school districts for the state of 
Nebraska. 
 
The criterion referenced score (CRT) for writing was the district average percent of ELL and 
SPED students rated as proficient in classes III, IV, and V school districts for the state of 
Nebraska in writing at grades four, eight, and eleven.  Because the assessment was a common 
measure across districts and was an equal interval scale, inferential statistics were also used to 
examine statistical significance between pre/post scores from inception to the last scoring.    
 
Data Analysis  
Criterion referenced scores for reading and math were unique for each district, therefore not on a 
common scale and did not support common and inferential statistics.   Descriptive data only was 
reported and discussed for reading and math.   
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The writing assessment was a common measure across districts and was an equal interval scale.  
Therefore, inferential statistics were used to examine statistical significance between pre/post 
scores in writing.  All significance tests were two-tailed.     
 

RESULTS 
 
STARS Achievement for English Language Learners 
 

ELL Reading Achievement 
The district average percent of English Language Learners (ELL) reported as proficient or higher 
in locally defined criterion-referenced assessments for reading at the fourth-grade level 
decreased from 50% in 2001 to 49% in 2003, increased to 67% in 2005, and increased to 72% in 
2006.  As shown in Table 8, proficiency on reading criterion-referenced measures for grade four 
increased 22% from 2001 to 2006.   
 
The district average percent of ELL scores for eighth-grade students decreased from 47% in 
2001 to 42% in 2003, increased to 57% in 2005, and increased to 60% in 2006.  Proficiency on 
reading criterion-referenced measures for eighth-grade ELL students increased 13% from 2001 
to 2006 as shown in Table 8.   
 
The district average percent of ELL scores for eleventh-grade students decreased from 45% in 
2001 to 32% in 2003, increased to 47% in 2005, and increased to 53% in 2006.  Proficiency on 
reading criterion-referenced measures for eleventh-grade ELL students increased 8% from 2001 
to 2006 as shown in Table 8.   
 
Therefore, the district average percent for ELL students declined from the first year (2001) to the 
second year (2003) for all grade levels, but increased from 2001-2006 overall.  
 
Table 8   
District Average Reading Criterion-Referenced Assessments English Language Learners (ELL) 
2001-2006 a (District Sample Size – Number of districts reporting from population) 

ELL District Mean Percent Proficient Change in District Mean Percent Proficient 
Grade 2001 2003 2005 2006 2001-03 2003-05 2005-06 2001-06 

4 50% 49% 67% 72% -1% +18% +5% +22% 
8 47% 42% 57% 60% -5% +15% +3% +13% 

11 45% 32% 47% 53% -13% +15% +6% +8% 
a Percent of students scoring proficient or higher was calculated for each district and then averaged across the state. 
All percentages were rounded to whole percents. 
 

ELL Math Achievement 
The district average percent of English Language Learners (ELL) reported as proficient or better 
in locally defined criterion-referenced assessments for math at the fourth-grade level increased 
from 53% in 2002 to 70% in 2004, increased to 72% in 2005, and increased to 80% in 2006.  
Proficiency on math criterion-referenced measures increased 27% from 2002 to 2006 as shown 
in Table 9.   
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Table 9   
District Average Math Criterion-Referenced Assessments English Language Learners (ELL) 
2002-2006 a (District Sample Size - Number of districts reporting from population) 

ELL District Mean Percent Proficient Change in District Mean Percent Proficient 
Grade 2002 2004 2005 2006 2002-04 2004-05 2005-06 2002-06 

4 53% 70% 72% 80% +17% +2% +8% +27% 
8 40% 43% 59% 61% +3% +16% +2% +21% 

11 39% 48% 51% 48% +9% +3% -3% +9% 
a Percent of students scoring proficient or higher was calculated for each district and then averaged across the state. 
All percentages were rounded to whole percents. 
 
The district average percent of ELL scores for eighth-grade students increased from 40% in 2002 
to 43% in 2004, increased to 59% in 2005, and increased to 61% in 2006.  Proficiency on math 
criterion-referenced measures for eighth-grade ELL students increased 21% from 2002 to 2006 
as also shown in Table 9.   
 
The district average percent of ELL scores for eleventh-grade students increased from 39% in 
2002 to 48% in 2004, increased to 51% in 2005, and decreased to 48% in 2006.  Proficiency on 
math criterion-referenced measures for eleventh-grade ELL students increased 9% from 2002 to 
2006 as shown in Table 9.   
 

ELL Writing Achievement 
The district average percent of English Language Learners (ELL) reported as proficient or better 
on the state criterion-referenced assessment for writing at the fourth-grade level increased from 
49% in 2002 to 52% in 2004, increased to 64% in 2005, and increased to 66% in 2006.  
Proficiency on the state writing criterion-referenced measure increased 17% from 2002 to 2006.  
These increases were not statistically significant.  This is shown in Table 10.   
 
The district average percent of ELL scores for eighth-grade students increased from 37% in 2003 
to 56% in 2004, increased to 60% in 2005, and decreased to 56% in 2006.  Proficiency on the 
state writing criterion-referenced measure for eighth-grade ELL students increased 19% from 
2003 to 2006 as also shown in Table 10.   
 
The district average percent of ELL scores for eleventh-grade students decreased from 45% in 
2004 to 44% in 2005, and increased to 53% in 2006.   Proficiency on the state writing criterion-
referenced measure for eleventh-grade ELL students increased 8% from 2004 to 2006 as also 
shown in Table 10.   
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Table 10   
District Average Writing Criterion-Referenced Assessments English Language Learners (ELL) 
2002-2006 a   (District Sample Size - Number of districts reporting from population ) 

ELL District Mean Percent Proficient Change in District Mean Percent Proficient 
Grade 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2002-03 2003-04 2004-05 2005-06 2002-06 

4 49%  52% 64% 66% +3%  +12% +2%* +17% 
8  37% 56% 60% 56%  +19% * +4% -4% +19% 

11   45% 44% 53%   -1% +9%* +8% 
*p<.05 compared to the previous year ♦ p<.05 compared to the baseline year 
** p<.01compared to the previous year ♦♦ p< .01 compared to the baseline year 
*** p<.001 compared to the previous year ♦♦♦ p<.001 compared to the baseline year 
Note:  2002, 2003, and 2004 were baseline years for grades 4, 8, and 11 respectively 
a Percent of students scoring proficient or higher was calculated for each district and then averaged across the state. 
All percentages were rounded to whole percents. 
 

STARS Achievement for Special Education Students 
 

SPED Reading Achievement 
The district average percent of Special Education (SPED) students reported as proficient or 
better on locally defined criterion-referenced assessments for reading at the fourth-grade level 
increased from 44% in 2001 to 52% in 2003, increased to 67% in 2005, and increased to 74% in 
2006.  Proficiency of SPED fourth-grade students on reading criterion-referenced measures 
increased 30% from 2001 to 2006 as shown in Table 11.   
 
The district average percent of SPED eighth-grade students remained the same from 2001 to 
2003 (43%), increased to 59% in 2005, and increased to 66% in 2006.  Proficiency on reading 
criterion-referenced measures for eighth-grade SPED students increased 23% from 2001 to 2006 
as also shown in Table 11.   
 
The district average percent of SPED scores for eleventh-grade students decreased from 42% in 
2001 to 37% in 2003, increased to 54% in 2005, and increased to 61% in 2006.  Proficiency on 
reading criterion-referenced measures for eleventh-grade SPED students increased 19% from 
2001 to 2006 as shown in Table 11.   
 
Therefore, the district average percent for SPED students increased for all grade levels from 
2001-2006.  
 
Table 11   
District Average Reading Criterion-Referenced Assessments Special Education (SPED) Students 
2001-2006 a (District Sample Size - Number of districts reporting from population) 

SPED District Mean Percent Proficient Change in District Mean Percent Proficient 
Grade 2001 2003 2005 2006 2001-03 2003-05 2005-06 2001-06 

4 44% 52% 67% 74% +8% +15% +7% +30% 
8 43% 43% 59% 66% +0% +16% +7% +23% 

11 42% 37% 54% 61% -5% +17% +7% +19% 
a Percent of students scoring proficient or higher was calculated for each district and then averaged across the state. 
All percentages were rounded to whole percents. 
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SPED Math Achievement 
The district average percent of Special Education (SPED) students reported as proficient or 
better on locally defined criterion-referenced assessments for math at the fourth-grade level 
increased from 51% in 2002 to 62% in 2004, increased to 72% in 2005, and increased to 75% in 
2006.  Proficiency on math criterion-referenced measures increased 24% from 2002 to 2006 as 
shown in Table 12.   
 
The district average percent of SPED eighth-grade students increased 34% from 2002 to 44% in 
2004, increased to 54% in 2005, and increased to 56% in 2006.  Proficiency on math criterion-
referenced measures for eighth-grade SPED students increased 22% from 2002 to 2006 as also 
shown in Table 12.   
 
Table 12   
District Average Math Criterion-Referenced Assessments Special Education (SPED) Students 
2002-2006a (District Sample Size- Number of districts reporting from population) 

SPED District Mean Percent Proficient Change in District Mean Percent Proficient 
Grade 2002 2004 2005 2006 2002-04 2004-05 2005-06 2002-06 

4 51% 62% 72% 75% +11% +10% +3% +24% 
8 34% 44% 54% 56% +10% +10% +2% +22% 

11 28% 36% 43% 46% +8% +7% +3% +18% 
a Percent of students scoring proficient or higher was calculated for each district and then averaged across the state. 
All percentages were rounded to whole percents. 
 
The district average percent of SPED scores for eleventh-grade students increased from 28% in 
2002 to 36% in 2004, increased to 43% in 2005, and increased to 46% in 2006.  Proficiency on 
math criterion-referenced measures for eleventh-grade SPED students increased 18% from 2002 
to 2006 as shown on Table 12.   
 
Therefore, the district average percent for SPED students increased for all grade levels from 
2002-2006.  
 

SPED Writing Achievement 
The district average percent of Special Education (SPED) students reported as proficient or 
better on the state criterion-referenced assessment for writing at the fourth-grade level increased 
from 46% in 2002 to 55% in 2004, increased to 65% in 2005, and decreased to 60% in 2006 as 
shown in Table 12.  Proficiency on the state writing criterion-referenced measure increased 14% 
from 2002 to 2006 as shown in Table 13.   
 
The district average percent of SPED eighth-grade students increased from 48% in 2003 to 55% 
in 2004, increased to 61% in 2005, and remained at 61% in 2006 as shown in Table 12.  
Proficiency on the state writing criterion-referenced measure for eighth-grade SPED students 
increased 13% from 2003 to 2006 as shown in Table 13.   
 
The district average percent of SPED scores for eleventh-grade students increased from 55% in 
2004 to 63% in 2005, and increased to 64% in 2006.  Proficiency on the state writing criterion-
referenced measure for eleventh-grade SPED students increased 9% from 2004 to 2006 as shown 
in Table 13.   
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In summary, the district average percent proficient for SPED fourth-grade students increased 
14% from 2002-2006.  The district average percent proficient for SPED eighth-grade students 
increased 13% from 2003-2006.  The district average percent for SPED eleventh-grade students 
increased 9% from 2004-2006 as shown in Table 13.   
 
Table 13   
District Average Writing Criterion-Referenced Assessments Special Education (SPED) Students 
2002-2006 a 

(District Sample Size- Number of districts reporting from population ) 
SPED District Mean Percent Proficient Change in District Mean Percent Proficient 

Grade 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2002-04 2003-04 2004-05 2005-06 2002-06 
4 46%  55%* 65%*** 60% +9%  +10% -5% +14% 
8  48% 55%** 61% 61%  +7% +6% 0% +13% 

11   55% 63%** 64%   +8% +1% +9% 
*p<.05 compared to the previous year ♦ p<.05 compared to the baseline year 
** p<.01compared to the previous year ♦♦ p< .01 compared to the baseline year   
***p<.001 compared to the previous year ♦♦♦ p<.001 compared to the baseline year 
Note:  2002, 2003, and 2004 were baseline years for grades 4, 8, and 11 respectively 
a Percent of students scoring proficient or higher was calculated for each district and then averaged across the state. 
All percentages were rounded to whole percents. 
 

SUMMARY 
While the ELL and SPED student district average scores were not as strong as the total group 
district averages, they were increasing in most instances.  This is consistent with most research in 
this area and, indeed, the basis for the special supports provided for ELL and SPED students.  
The reading scores for SPED students reflected strong positive change in all areas.   ELL 
students for reading at the fourth and eighth grade were somewhat stronger than for the eleventh- 
grade students.  This trend could relate to the difficulty of older ELL students when mastering 
English as a second language.   
 
STARS has impacted the teaching of all students in Nebraska and especially those for special 
populations.  An elementary principal shared the change in emphasis for expectations for special 
populations, "But by the same token, being the old special education teacher, I always felt that 
my special education students could learn, maybe not at the same rate, and maybe not always 
beyond grade level.  I think it's made us not let kids fall through the cracks."   An assessment 
coordinator was also aware of the change in focus upon all students, especially those in special 
populations.  She stated, "They are going to find success.  We just had an IEP meeting last night 
when the special education teacher was saying, 'We're going to use custom testing for this child 
and they're not going to have to take all fifteen questions at one time.  We're going to break them 
down into the different areas being stressed,’ so I feel like we're addressing that.”  In summary, 
STARS has impacted the learning of all students in Nebraska in positive ways. 
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Study VI: Use of Data to Inform Decisions by  
Elementary Principals 

 

 
 

Use of Data to Inform Decisions by Elementary Building Principals 
Jadi Miller, Principal,  

Everett Elementary School, Lincoln, NE 
 

INTRODUCTION 
Unlike many of its counterparts in other states, the state of Nebraska has elected to implement an 
accountability system that relies heavily on the professional work of educators across the state.  
This has resulted in each individual school district working to identify essential learning targets, 
either through the state’s standards or the development of their own, to develop an assessment 
system for measuring student achievement relevant to those learning targets, and to report the 
results of those assessments to the state. As a result of these requirements, Nebraska’s system 
required high levels of participation by teachers and administrators in each school district. Local 
educators played a much more active role in the accountability system in Nebraska; they were 
not simply the distributors of the tests (Roschewski, Gallagher, and Isernhagen, 2001; Gallagher, 
2004). Rather than implementing a single statewide assessment that is administered to all 
students, the School-based Teacher-led Assessment and Reporting System (STARS) required 
individual school districts to write assessments that align to the state standards (LEARNS) and to 
have those assessments meet rigorous quality criteria. Central to this process of developing 
assessments was the building principal (Roschewski, et al, 2001).  Nebraska chose to maintain a 
focus on the classroom and at the school-level, and included the professional development of 
both teachers and administrators to build both the assessment literacy and the instructional 
leadership necessary to implement a school-based system (Roschewski, et al, 2001; Roschewski, 
2003; Roschewski, Isernhagen, and Dappen, 2006).   
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The Nebraska system is focused on school improvement (Roschewski, et al, 2001).  It was 
designed to encourage all educators to engage in conversations about expectations for student 
learning, measurement of that learning, and the use of that knowledge to impact classroom 
instruction (Roschewski, et al, 2001). Due to the varying sizes of school districts within the state 
of Nebraska, one of the only constants is the presence of a building administrator.  As a result, 
building principals have had to take a much more active role in assessing and reporting student 
achievement.  Despite the variety of sizes of schools and districts, the focus of the STARS 
continues to emphasize the importance of using information generated by the accountability 
system to impact what happens at the classroom level (Roschewski, et al, 2001; Roschewski, 
2003; Roschewski, et al, 2006). 
 
To help clarify for educators the nature of effective leadership and adult learning, one 
professional organization, the National Staff Development Council (NSDA), established a set of 
standards that guide the design of professional learning within schools.  These standards (NSDC, 
2001) identified twelve different areas of best practice which schools can use to analyze their 
own practices.  One of these was the use of data to guide decisions.  The NSDC has also 
published a document that assists schools with the implementation of the standards.  Moving 
NSDC’s Staff Development Standards Into Practice: Innovation Configurations (Roy and Hord, 
2003) took those standards and defined them for each member of the school community, such as 
teachers, community members, central office administrators, and building administrators.  The 
National Staff Development Council’s standards were selected to provide a concise definition of 
data-driven decision-making through specific types of behaviors exhibited by building 
principals. 
 
In an effort to gain more information about the use of data to impact student achievement, a web-
based survey for elementary principals was designed.  The survey was distributed through email 
to every elementary principal in the state of Nebraska, based on the identification of individuals 
for each school building and/or district provided to the Nebraska Department of Education by 
local school districts.  The 60-question survey was organized around five research questions, 
based on the five desired outcomes identified by NSDC related to data-driven decisions by a 
building principal. 
 

PURPOSE OF STUDY 
The purpose of this quantitative study was to examine the relationship between data-driven 
decision-making practices of Nebraska elementary school principals and the professional 
standards written by the National Staff Development Council (NSDC).  Data-driven decision-
making was defined, according to the NSDC standards and the Innovation Configurations, to 
include data analysis, goal setting, engagement of others, design of professional development, 
and monitoring of progress.  Elementary principals were surveyed about their activities in these 
areas. 
 
Research Questions 
The research questions that guided the study focused on describing the behaviors of elementary 
principals in relation to data-driven decision-making as defined by the NSDC Standards for Staff 
Development.  The research question and sub-questions included: 
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1. To what degree do Nebraska elementary principals follow the National Staff 
Development Council’s Staff Development Standards for data-driven decision-
making? 
a. To what degree was the entire school faculty involved in the analysis of student 

achievement data? 
b. To what degree does the principal disaggregate student data to identify goals? 
c. To what degree were teachers, parents, and community members engaged in 

data-driven decision-making? 
d. To what degree was data used to determine professional development? 
e. To what degree was data used to monitor the school improvement goals? 

 
RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

This study was designed as a descriptive quantitative study to analyze data-driven decision-
making practices of elementary principals in Nebraska. Data was collected through the use of a 
web-based survey developed by the researcher.  Web-based surveys can be designed to use a 
variety of tools and capabilities that are unique among self-administered questionnaires.  The 
web-based surveys also make it possible to reach large numbers of respondents in a single 
contact (Dillman, 2000).  The researcher used survey software entitled “Zoomerang” 
(http://www.zoomerang.com/) as the web-based survey tool. 
 
The cross-sectional survey allowed the researcher to gain information from a population of 
elementary principals within the state of Nebraska.  The cross-sectional survey collects data from 
the respondents at one point in time (Creswell, 2003).  The cross-sectional design is used to 
conduct survey research about attitudes, beliefs, or practices (Creswell, 2005).     
 
The survey (Appendix J) was organized into six main sections to answer the proposed research 
questions and sub-questions.  The first section asked questions about how the principal has 
involved other members of the school community in the analysis of data. The second section 
asked questions about the types of data used in that process and the level of disaggregation of 
that data.  The third section sought information about how the principal engages others, such as 
parents and community members in the process of analyzing data.  The fourth section addressed 
how the principal used or did not use the student achievement data to create a professional 
development plan for the school.  The fifth section addressed if and how the principal used 
student achievement data to monitor the school’s improvement efforts.  Finally, the last section 
asked demographic questions about the principal’s experience as an administrator and the size of 
the school and district. 
 
Population  
The survey population consisted of all elementary principals employed in the state of Nebraska 
during the 2006-2007 school year.  This group was approximately 521 individuals who have 
either sole responsibility as an elementary principal or who serve in that role in addition to other 
duties within a school district. Participants received an email about the nature of the survey. It 
contained a direct link to the survey, which began with an informed consent form.  Once the 
participant acknowledged the informed consent by agreeing to participate in the web-based 
survey, the survey program connected him/her to the actual survey instrument.  The participants 
had two weeks to complete the survey. The e-mail addresses of all elementary principals in 
Nebraska were obtained from a variety of sources including the Nebraska Department of 
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Education database, the Nebraska Association of Elementary School Principals, and school 
district contacts. Follow-up and reminder e-mails were sent to non-responders, generated by the 
web-based survey program to protect anonymity.  
 
Elementary principals were selected for this study because of their role in both school 
improvement and as an instructional leader within the school setting.  All elementary principals 
employed in Nebraska during the 2006-2007 school year were contacted to participate in the 
study.  There are several factors that can create obstacles to valid inferences (Creswell, 2005).  
One of these is coverage error, or a limited sample.  By obtaining lists of elementary principals 
from multiple sources, a more accurate contact list can be created.  Sampling error occurs with a 
sample that is too small.  As a result, this study included all elementary principals in the state of 
Nebraska. Another source of error is non-response to the survey.  The use of a web-based survey 
instrument allowed the researcher to provide reminders to non-responders without jeopardizing 
the confidentiality of respondents (Creswell, 2005).  Responses were received from 168 
elementary principals (32% return rate).  This response rate is similar to those in other web-based 
surveys (Dillman, 2000).  
 

RESEARCH RESULTS 
 
Research Question 1a:  To what degree was the entire school faculty involved in the 

analysis of student achievement data? 
The first section in the survey included questions about the extent to which the school faculty 
was involved in the analysis of student achievement data to identify school improvement goals.  
The section included five questions on a five-point Likert scale:  “Strongly agree” (5), “Agree” 
(4), “Disagree” (3), “Strongly disagree” (2), and “No opinion” (1).  The first two questions 
featured a reverse scale, as strong agreement to the statements indicated that the principal did not 
involve staff members in the data analysis, and described a less-desirable behavior on the part of 
the principal.  The total scores could range from five to 25, with a higher score indicating a 
stronger alignment with the NSDC’s standards for a data-driven principal.  The following table 
shows the mean, mode, standard deviation, and variance for these items. 
 
Table 14 
Degree of Entire School Faculty Involvement in Analysis of Student Achievement Data 

Section Mean Mode Standard Deviation Variance 
1 21.27 21 2.09 4.36 

 
The scores for the principals ranged from a low of 14 to a high of 25.  The mean score for the 
first five questions was 4.27, which would place the group between “Agree” and “Strongly 
agree.”  A question in this section asked respondents about the level of support they received for 
data analysis.  The choices included from “was facilitated entirely by me,” “was facilitated with 
assistance from others in the building,” “was facilitated with assistance from others in the 
district,” “was facilitated by someone in the district other than myself and/or someone from the 
ESU,” or “did not take place in my building.”  The respondents indicated most often that the 
process was facilitated with assistance from others in the building and with assistance from 
others in the district, each were selected 37% of the time.  When asked about the support 
received from the Educational Service Unit (ESU), 57% of the respondents indicated that the 
ESU had provided training in data analysis, 41% indicated that the ESU had provided 
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consultation, 40% of the respondents said that the ESU had hosted a data retreat for schools in 
the area, and 39% indicated the ESU had provided on-site consultation with the school’s staff 
members. 
 
Research Question 1b:  To what degree does the principal disaggregate student data to 

identify goals? 
Another section of the survey specifically addressed the level of disaggregation that was present 
in the student data used to identify school improvement goals.  The NSDC standards provided 
descriptions of the various levels that may be present for a building principal.  The section 
included five questions on a five-point Likert scale: “Strongly agree” (5), “Agree” (4), 
“Disagree” (3), “Strongly disagree” (2), and “No opinion” (1).  The total score for the section 
could range between 5 and 25, with a higher score indicating a greater use of disaggregated data 
by the principal.  The following table shows the mean, mode, standard deviation, and variance 
statistics for this section. 
 
Table 15 
The Degree to which Principals Disaggregate Student Data to Identify Goals 

Section Mean Mode Standard Deviation Variance 
2 20 20 2.54 6.42 

 
The principals’ mean score for each item was 4, which corresponded to “Agree” on the items 
related to disaggregation.  Ninety-six percent (96%) of all respondents indicated that they felt 
capable of working with disaggregated data.  The response choices indicated whether the data 
“was compiled, disaggregated, and organized entirely by me,” “with assistance from others in the 
building,” “with assistance from others in the district,” “by someone in the district other than 
myself,” or “was not compiled, disaggregated, and organized for my building.”  The largest 
group of respondents, 46% of the principals indicated that the data had been compiled, 
disaggregated, and organized with assistance from others in the district.  When asked about 
support from the Educational Service Unit, 45% of the respondents indicated that the ESU had 
provided consultation about their disaggregated data, 42% of the respondents indicated that the 
ESU had provided training about disaggregation, and 35% of the respondents indicated that the 
ESU had provided no support for data disaggregation.  The principals were also asked about the 
assistance and/or support they received related to the disaggregation of data.   
 
Research Question 1c:  To what degree were teachers, parents, and community members 

engaged in data-driven decision-making? 
The elementary principals were asked the extent to which teachers, parents, and community 
members were engaged in data-driven decision-making. The section included five questions on a 
five-point Likert scale:  “Strongly agree” (5), “Agree” (4), “Disagree” (3), “Strongly disagree” 
(2), and “No opinion” (1).  The first two questions featured a reverse scale, as strong agreement 
to the statements indicated that the principal did not involve others in the data analysis and 
decision-making processes. The total score for the section could range between 5 and 25, with a 
higher score indicating a greater level of involvement of constituent groups.  The following table 
indicates the mean, mode, standard deviation, and variance for this section. 
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Table 16 
Degree to which Teachers, Parents, Community Members are Engaged in Data-driven Decision 
Making 

Section Mean Mode Standard Deviation Variance 
3 18.68 19 2.57 6.59 

 
The principals’ mean score on the items in this section was 3.72, which indicates a score nearest 
“Agree.”  When asked about the level of support for involving others, 42% of the respondents 
selected that the process “was facilitated with assistance from others in the building,” and 
another 42% of the respondents indicated that the process “was facilitated with assistance from 
others in the district.”  Only 3% of the respondents indicated that the process was facilitated 
entirely by them.  The principals were also asked about the support provided by the Educational 
Service Unit and could respond to multiple options related to possible supports.  The respondents 
indicated that 45% had been offered training about writing goals, and 41% had been provided 
consultation with ESU staff about their school’s goals.  Twenty-five percent (25%) had not 
received any support for the writing of goals.   
 

Research Question 1d:  To what degree was data used to determine professional 
development? 

The NSDC Standards also indicated that the use of data to plan and implement professional 
development programs was an important factor of data-driven decision-making for principals. 
Therefore, this section included eight questions on a five-point Likert scale:  “Strongly agree” 
(5), “Agree” (4), “Disagree” (3), “Strongly disagree” (2), and “No opinion” (1).  The scores in 
this section could range from 8 to 40, with a higher score indicating a greater use of data to 
determine professional development.  The following table indicates the mean, mode, standard 
deviation, and variance for this section. 
 
Table 17 
Degree Data was Used to Determine Professional Development 

Section Mean Mode Standard Deviation Variance 
4 28 32 3.65 13.31 

 
The principals mean score on the items in this section was 3.5, which is between “Disagree” and 
“Agree.”  When asked about support for using data to identify professional development 
activities for his/her building, 50% of the respondents indicated that the professional 
development was planned with assistance from others in the district and 41% indicated that it 
was planned with assistance from others in the building.  When asked about the support provided 
by the Educational Service Unit related to designing professional development, 56% of the 
respondents indicated that the ESU held trainings at the ESU for all schools in the area and 45% 
indicated that the ESU had provided consultation about his/her professional development.  When 
asked if they felt capable of planning professional development, 96% indicated that they did feel 
capable. 
 

Research Question 1e:  To what degree was data used to monitor the school improvement 
goals? 

The NSDC also stated that the on-going use of data to monitor the school improvement goals 
was an important behavior for building principals to exhibit.  As a result, the questions in this 
section related to the frequency with which data was collected and reported.  This section 
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included seven questions organized around a five-point Likert scale:  “Frequently (Once or more 
per month)” (5), “Occasionally (Once or more per quarter)” (4), “Sometimes (Once or more per 
semester)” (3), “Infrequently (Once or more per year)” (2), or “Never (Not at all)” (1).  The 
scores for this section could range from seven to 35. The following table indicates the mean, 
mode, standard deviation, and variance for this section. 
 
Table 18 
Degree Data Was Used to Monitor School Improvement Goals 

Section Mean Mode Standard Deviation Variance 
5 23.5 24 4.32 18.66 

 
The principals mean score on the items in this section was 3.4, which is between “Sometimes” 
and “Occasionally.”  When asked about support for collecting and reporting student achievement 
data for his/her building, 46% of the respondents indicated that they received assistance from 
others in the district and 44% of the respondents received assistance from others in the building.  
Only 4% of the respondents indicated that the process was completed entirely on their own and 
6% indicated that the process was completed by someone other than them.  When presented with 
possible supports provided by the Educational Service Unit related to collecting and reporting 
student achievement data, 52% indicated that the ESU had provided consultation and 49% had 
been provided with training related to collecting and reporting data.  Only 29% of the 
respondents indicated that the ESU had not provided any support related to collecting and 
reporting results.  When asked if they felt capable of collecting and reporting student 
achievement results, 92% of the respondents indicated that they did feel capable. 
 

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 
The data generated by this survey provided insight into the use of data in Nebraska’s elementary 
schools.  The Nebraska STARS accountability system relies heavily on the leadership provided 
by building principals and encourages instructional leaders to use the data generated by the 
system to improve the school.  Overall, it appears that the majority of schools are demonstrating 
proficiency according to the National Staff Development Council’s standards for data-driven 
decision-making.   
 
The elementary principals indicated that they were involving their school faculty in the analysis 
of data.  This particular section generated the highest mean score across all of the items in the 
sections and indicated that many principals were engaging their staff members in the process of 
analyzing data. 
 
The elementary principals also indicated a strong level of agreement that they were using 
disaggregated data in their analysis process.  The questions in this section identified the types of 
data that were used to identify school improvement goals ranging from criterion and norm-
referenced test results to discipline referrals and grade retention information and also the 
disaggregation by race, gender, free and reduced lunch status, and special needs.  The results 
from this section indicated that the principals were using a variety of data and were 
disaggregating that data in some way. 
 
The next section of the survey measured the engagement of teachers, parents, and the community 
in data-driven decision-making.  While the mean for this section was lower than other sections of 
the survey, when looking at the individual questions along with the first section of the survey, it 



 

 130 

appeared that teachers are being involved in the process of analyzing data.  However, a majority 
of the respondents indicated that they were not involving parents and/or community members in 
the process of analyzing data. 
 
The fourth section of the survey measured the elementary principals’ use of data to plan for 
professional development.  The mean of this section was lower than the previous sections, which 
seemed to indicate that principals had not used data to plan or evaluate professional 
development.  However, one of the initial questions about the alignment of the school’s 
improvement goal and staff development plan indicated that for the vast majority of respondents, 
97%, alignment was present.  On other questions related to monitoring staff development and 
involving the whole faculty, there were much lower levels of agreement. 
 
The final section of the survey measured the elementary principals’ use of data to monitor the 
school improvement process.  The questions focused on the frequency of these types of 
activities.  This section yielded the lowest mean of the survey, with a score closest to 
“Sometimes.”  While the mean of this section was lower, no more than 4% of respondents 
selected the choice of “Never” on any of the items. 
 
The data generated from this survey is useful to both the Nebraska Department of Education 
(NDE) and to individual school districts as they move forward in the implementation of the 
STARS system.  It would be beneficial to conduct the survey with secondary-level principals and 
superintendents as well to determine the levels of data use in those positions.   
 
For professional development considerations across the state, it would be beneficial for the NDE, 
Educational Service Units (ESU), and individual school districts to consider both the results 
related to the data use skills of building principals and the results related to the levels of support 
that the principals perceived, both within their schools and districts and from the ESU.  While 
many principals indicated strong levels of support, there were still many who felt they did not 
receive the support that they needed to implement the NSDC standards.  The NDE and other 
professional organizations may want to consider offering data training for principals.  Such 
training could emphasize the use of data generated from STARS and other types of data that may 
be present within the school setting in order for principals to gain additional knowledge and 
skills related to data-driven decision-making. 
 
Finally, the results of this survey seemed to indicate that the principals are using data to a 
significant extent.  It would be interesting to see if principals in other states that have 
accountability systems that do not demand as much participation on the part of the building 
principal would yield the same types of results.  The NDE, the ESUs, and individual school 
districts should be commended for their work in not only generating data for accountability but 
for using data effectively, according to national standards, to improve their schools. 
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Role of Technology in Supporting the Nebraska School-based Teacher-led  
Assessment and Reporting System 
Allen L. Steckelberg Associate Professor 

Lan Li, Research Assistant 
University of Nebraska-Lincoln 

 
INTRODUCTION 

Nebraska has implemented an accountability system that emphasizes both local school 
involvement and attempts to provide meaningful knowledge for school improvement and 
instructional decisions. Charting Stars: Voices from the Field Year-Four Report, an evaluation of 
the Nebraska School-based Teacher-led Assessment and Reporting System (STARS) 
summarized numerous challenges and obstacles schools faced in successfully implementing the 
STARS.  It was clear from responses across teachers, principals, superintendents, and ESU 
personnel that the time the process took, the difficulties in the collection, reporting and 
management of data, and assessment literacy were key issues impacting the implementation of 
the STARS.   
 
Technology-based systems are often used to address issues of time, accuracy in handling large 
amounts of data, and clarity in reporting and sharing information.  Technology can also be 
designed to support participants in learning and carrying out the assessment process.  The role 
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technology plays in the STARS process is evolving as schools develop assessment practices and 
acquire technology. Previous STARS evaluations suggested that further information on the role 
technology plays and the issues it both addresses and creates would be helpful as schools and the 
Nebraska Department of Education (NDE) develop policy and support resources.  
 
This report represents the results of the second administration of a survey of school assessment 
coordinators in Nebraska.  The survey was designed to assess the extent of technology use by 
schools as they participated in the STARS process; identify critical issues in using technology-
supported planning, assessment and reporting systems; and provide direction for the 
development of policies and resources that will support more efficient and effective 
implementation of the STARS.  The results of the second survey are highly consistent with the 
results of the 2006 administration of the survey. 
 

METHOD 
Survey Development  
Survey items were developed based on a review of open-ended responses from the Charting 
Stars: Voices from the Field Year-Four Report and discussions of the Nebraska Assessment 
Reporting Management Committee, Nebraska Department of Education, and the STARS 
Comprehensive Evaluation Project.  Minor changes were made for the 2007 version of the 
survey including an additional question on the impact of the “Assessment and Reporting 
Management System”(ARMS) grants. The survey was constructed in four sections.   
 
The first section of the survey gathered demographic information from participants.  This 
information provided a picture of the characteristics of respondents including: school size, job 
title, roles in the assessment process, relationship with ESUs, and the district investment in 
technology.  The second section of the survey gathered information on the current uses of 
technology including: software used by schools in various aspects of the assessment process, the 
match between technology-based systems and the Nebraska Assessment Model, and the quality 
of technology used by the district in the assessment process. The third section addressed 
respondents’ perceptions of the impact of technology on the assessment process including: 
contributions of technology to various aspects of the assessment process, impact on time and 
complexity of the process, impact on the value of data collected and understanding and use of 
that data.  The final section of the survey addressed perceptions of future assessment systems and 
issues that might guide future policy decisions.  In this section, the survey gathered data on 
potential barriers to using technology, quality of current available technology, desirable 
characteristics in technology-based assessment and reporting systems, and the perceptions of the 
likely impact of potential areas for state support or resources. 
 
The survey was administered via a Web site.  Email solicitations containing coded links allowed 
participants to access and complete the survey.  Access to the survey was recorded to allow for 
follow-up requests to participants who did not respond to the initial solicitation. Survey 
responses were recorded separately to maintain anonymity.  A survey sample can be found in 
Appendix K. 
 
Survey Sampling  
The survey targeted school personnel who coordinated the STARS process in local schools and 
ESUs in Nebraska. From a list of STARS school contacts provided by the Nebraska Department 
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of Education (NDE) and the STARS Comprehensive Evaluation Project, 463 names and email 
addresses were identified.  An email solicitation to participate in the survey was sent to each 
name on the list.  A follow-up email was sent two weeks later to those who had not yet 
responded.  A total of 227 usable survey responses were received and used in the analysis. 
 
Analysis 
Data was exported from the database and imported into Statistical Package for the Social 
Sciences (SPSS) for analysis.  Descriptive statistics were obtained as either frequency 
distributions or means depending on the nature of the data.  Additional analysis comparing the 
differences between responses for schools smaller than 600 students and those in schools with 
600 or more students used t-tests for equality of means to check for disparities based on school 
size.  Levene’s test for equality of variances was used to confirm variance assumptions and the  
t-test was adjusted accordingly.  Where significant differences existed for items, it is noted in the 
results. 
 

RESULTS 
Respondent Characteristics 

School Size 
Respondents were asked to select one of five ranges of student enrollment that best represented 
their district size.  Table 19 shows the distribution of responses. Results are shown in chart form 
in Figure 5. The distribution of school size closely reflected the distribution of school sizes in the 
original listing of contacts received from the Nebraska Department of Education (NDE) and the 
STARS Comprehensive Evaluation Project. 
 
Table 19 
Frequency and Percentage of Respondents’ School Enrollment (n=227) 
 Frequency Percent 
1-599 161 70.9 
600-999 23 10.1 
1000-1999 16 7.0 
2000-4999 13 5.7 
Over 5000 13 5.7 
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Figure 1. STARS Technology Survey Results
Distribution of Respondents by School 

Enrollment Categories
2006-2007

71%

10.10%

7.00%

5.70%

5.70%

1 - 599
600 – 999
1000 – 1999
2000 – 4999
over 5,000

 
 

Job Title 
Table 20 and Figure 6 show the distribution of the respondent job titles in five categories as 
superintendent, principal, assessment coordinator, teacher, or other.  The other category often 
included variations or combinations of these titles, with the most frequent other title being a 
variation of curriculum coordinator/director. 
 
Table 20 
Frequency and Percentage of Respondents’ Job Titles (n=227) 
 Frequency Percent 
Superintendent 53 23.3 
Principal 82 36.1 
Assessment Coordinator 41 18.1 
Teacher 11 4.8 
Other 39 17.2 

Figure 2. STARS Technology Survey Results 
Distribution of Respondents by Job Title

2006-2007

23.30%

36.10%

18.10%

4.80%

17.20%
a. Superintendent

b. Principal

c. Assessment
Coordinator
d. Teacher

e. Other

 
 

Responsibilities 
Respondents were asked to identify their responsibilities in the assessment process on the survey.  
They were allowed to select “all that applied” from a list of responsibilities including assessment 
coordination, plan development, assessment administration, data aggregation, supervision of data 

Figure 5.  STARS Technology Survey Results 
Distribution of Respondents by School Enrollment 

Categories 2006-2007 

Figure 6.  STARS Technology Survey Results 
Distribution of Respondents by Job Title 2006-
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management, internal reporting, and/or reporting to NDE. Table 21 provides the frequency and 
percent of respondents’ assessment responsibilities. Figure 7 provides a comparison of 
percentages for each responsibility. 
 
Table 21 
Frequency and Percentage of Respondents’ Assessment Responsibilities (n=227) 
 Frequency Percent 
Assessment Coordinator 171 75.3 
Development of Assessment Plans and Quality Indicators 120 52.9 
Administration of Assessments 72 31.7 
Data Aggregation 141 62.1 
Supervision of Data Management 164 72.2 
Reporting Summary Data Internally 165 72.7 
Reporting Summary Data to NDE 159 70.0 

 

 
 

Participation 
Respondents were asked to identify whether their school district participated in the STARS 
process as an individual school district, as part of a consortium, or as part of a collaboration.  
Table 22 and Figure 8 show the frequency distribution of responses. 
 
Table 22 
Frequency and Percentage of Respondents’ Type of Participation in STARS (n=227) 
 Frequency Percent 
As an Individual School District 90 39.6 
As Part of a Consortium 118 52.0 
As Part of a Collaboration 13 5.7 
 

Figure 7.  STARS Technology Survey Results
Respondents Reporting Various Assessment Responsibilities

2006-2007
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Figure 4. STARS Technology Survey Results 
Frequency Distribution for District Methods 

of Participation in STARS
2006-2007

39.60%

52.00%

5.70%

a. As an individual
school district
b. As part of a
consortium
c. As part of a
collaboration

 
 

ESU Roles 
Respondents were asked to first identify whether the ESU played a role in the assessment 
process in their district.  Eighty percent (80%) of respondents said that the ESU did play a role.  
Respondents who indicated that the ESU did play a role were asked to identify which of eight 
roles the ESU played. They were asked to indicate all the roles that applied.  The frequency and 
percent of their responses are shown in Table 23. Figure 9 shows a profile of the percentage of 
respondents that indicated each of the possible ESU roles.  It is clear that for schools that do use 
the ESU in the STARS, development of the assessment process and training were primary roles. 
The ESUs do play other roles, but do so less frequently. 
 
Table 23 
Frequency and Percent of ESU Roles in the Assessment Process (n=227) 
 Frequency Percent 
I am completing the survey as a member of an ESU 22 9.7 
The ESU assists in the development of the assessment process 138 60.8 
The ESU participates in the administration of assessments 13 5.7 
The ESU aggregates data 36 15.9 
The ESU manages the storage of data 43 18.9 
The ESU reports data to the district 18 7.9 
The ESU reports data to the NDE on behalf of the district 12 5.3 
The ESU provides training for staff, teachers, administrators 160 70.5 
 

Figure 8.  STARS Technology Survey Results 
Frequency Distribution for District Methods of 

Participation in STARS  
2006-2007 
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Ability to Invest in Assessment Technology 
Respondents were asked to choose which of four statements best described their districts’ ability 
to invest in technology specifically to support the assessment process.  The distribution of 
responses is shown in Table 24 and Figure 10. 
 
Table 24  
Ability to Invest in Assessment Technology (n=227) 
 Frequency Percent 
No funds are available for this purpose 40 17.6 
Funds are available if the technology reduces other costs of 
administration 

 
63 

 
27.8 

New funds are available if it leads to school improvement 70 30.8 
Funds are available to develop new technology 46 20.3 
 

Figure 6. STARS Technology Survey Results  
Distribution of Responses to Ability to Invest 

in Assessment Technology
2006-2007
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20.30%
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Figure 5. STARS Technology Survey Results
Respondents' Selecting Various ESU Roles in the Assessment

Process
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Figure 9.  STARS Technology Survey Results 
Respondents’ Selecting Various ESU Roles in the Assessment Process 

2006-2007 

Figure 10.  STARS Technology Survey Results 
Distribution of Responses to Ability to Invest in 

Assessment Technology 2006-2007 
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Impact of the Assessment and Reporting Management System (ARMS) Grants 
Sixty-seven percent (67%) of the respondents agreed that ARMS Grants issued through the 
Nebraska Department of Education directly impact the district's ability to invest in assessment 
technology. Table 25 and Figure 11 provide a breakdown of the frequency and percent of 
potential investment areas that were targeted by the ARMS grants. 
 
Table 25 
Frequency and Percent of ARMS Grants Investment Areas (n=227) 
 Frequency Percent 
Assessment Administration 50 22 
Management 96 42.3 
Scoring 54 23.8 
Student Systems 69 30.4 
Reporting 67 29.5 
Training 65 28.6 
Other 7 3.1 

 

 
 
Current Use of Technology 
A series of six items were used to gather information on the current uses of technology in the 
STARS assessment process.  Four questions asked participants to report the extent to which they 
used various types of software in four aspects of the STARS: developing and documenting 
assessment procedures; administering assessments to students; interpreting and reporting 
assessment results; and aggregation, management, and storage of assessment data.  Tables 26-29 
and Figures 12-15 show the results for each of the aspects. Respondents rated each software type 
on a scale of “1” representing “not at all” to “5” representing “to a great extent.”  Results are 
reported as mean responses for each type of software.  
 
The first item addressed use of software in developing and documenting assessment procedures. 
Results indicated that productivity software such as word processing and spreadsheet 
applications were used extensively in developing and documenting assessment procedures.  
Dedicated and local customized software were used to some extent, but less frequently than 
productivity software.  
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Follow-up analysis for differences between smaller and larger school districts showed significant 
differences in the extent of software used in developing and documenting assessment procedures.  
The mean scores were significantly higher for large schools for word processing (larger schools 
M = 4.52, smaller schools M = 3.92), t (166.446) = -3.967), p < .0001, and dedicated software 
(larger schools M = 3.38, smaller schools M = 2.81), t (205) = -2.387, p = .018. 
 
Table 26 
Software Use in Developing and Documenting Assessment Procedures 
    Confidence Interval 
 N Mean SD Upper Lower 
Word Processing 212 4.09 1.20 4.25 3.93 
Spreadsheet 212 4.07 1.19 4.23 3.91 
Dedicated Software 208 2.97 1.58 3.18 2.75 
Dedicated Web Application 202 2.88 1.68 3.11 2.65 
Local Custom Software/Web 199 2.31 1.51 2.52 2.10 
Other 38 1.63 1.48 2.10 1.16 
 

 
 

The second item addressed the use of software in administering assessments to students. Results 
from this item indicated that scanned score sheets, computer-based assessment, Web-based 
assessment, and electronic samples/portfolios were used infrequently in administering 
assessments to students. 
 
Follow-up analysis for differences between smaller and larger school districts showed significant 
differences in the extent of software used in administering assessment.  Larger schools indicated 
greater use of scanned score sheets (large M = 2.75, small M = 1.56), t (90.287) = -5.788, p < 
.0001. Smaller schools indicate greater use of computer-based assessment (large M = 2.00, small 
M = 2.55) t (131.455) = 2.290, p = .024, and Web-based assessment (large M = 1.73, small M = 
2.64), t (146.482) = 3.900, p < .0001.   
 

4.09 4.07

2.97 2.88

2.31

1.63

1 
1.5 

2 
2.5 

3 
3.5 

4 
4.5 

5 

Word 
Processing Spreadsheet Dedicated

software
Dedicated

Web
application

Local custom
software/Web

Other

Figure 12.  STARS Technology Survey Results 
Extent to Which Software Was Used in Developing 

and Documenting Assessment Procedures  
2006-2007 

M
e
a
n

 R
a
ti

n
g

 



 

 142 

Table 27 
Software Use in Administering Assessments to Students 
    Confidence Interval 
 N Mean SD Upper Lower 
Scanned Score Sheets 204 1.92 1.46 2.12 1.72 
Computer-based Assessment 208 2.38 1.71 2.62 2.15 
Web-based Assessment 200 2.37 1.75 2.61 2.12 
Electronic Samples/Portfolio 199 2.09 1.40 2.29 1.90 
Other 53 2.32 1.85 2.82 1.82 
 

 
 
The third item addressed software use in the aggregation, management, and storage of 
assessment data. Spreadsheets, word processing, and databases were the most extensively used 
types of software in the aggregation, management, and storage of assessment data.  Dedicated 
software, Web applications, and local custom software were used less extensively. 
 
Follow-up analysis for differences between smaller and larger school districts showed significant 
differences in the extent of software used in aggregation, management, and storage of assessment 
data. Database software was used more frequently by large schools (M= 3.97) than small schools 
(M= 3.27), t (123.820) = -2.961, p = .004. The mean scores were significantly higher for large 
schools (M = 3.32) than smaller schools (M = 2.50) for dedicated software, t (192)= -3.081, p < 
.0001. Local custom software was also used more frequently by large schools (M=3.14) than 
small schools (M=2.02), t (94.496) = -4.205, p < .0001. 
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Table 28 
Software Use in Aggregation, Management and Storage of Assessment Data 
    Confidence Interval 
 N Mean SD Upper Lower 
Word Processor 205 3.39 1.47 3.59 3.18 
Spreadsheet 208 4.20 1.23 4.36 4.03 
Database 203 3.47 1.63 3.69 3.24 
Dedicated Software 195 2.73 1.72 2.97 2.49 
Dedicated Web Application 200 2.90 1.71 3.13 2.66 
Local Custom Software/Web 186 2.36 1.65 2.60 2.12 
 

 
 
Item 4 in this section asked respondents to assess their use of the same set of software in the 
interpretation and reporting of assessment data.  Mean responses and confidence intervals are 
reported in Table 29.  This information is also depicted graphically in Figure 15. 
 
Table 29 
Software Use in Interpretation and Report of Assessment Data 
    Confidence Interval 
 N Mean SD Upper Lower 
Word Processor 204 3.58 1.40 3.77 3.39 
Spreadsheet 208 4.24 1.11 4.39 4.08 
Database 206 3.36 1.67 3.58 3.14 
Dedicated Software 196 2.78 1.66 3.01 2.54 
Dedicated Web Application 197 2.78 1.68 3.02 2.55 
Local Custom Software/Web 183 2.23 1.55 2.46 2.01 
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Significant differences were also found between large and small schools in this category.  Large 
schools showed greater use of database (large M = 3.97; small M = 3.12), t (123.687) = -3.664,  
p <  .0001, dedicated (large M = 3.41; small M=2.51) t (193) = -3.547, p < .0001, and local 
custom software (large M = 2.88; small M = 1.98), t (84.918) = -3.474, p = .001, than smaller 
schools.   
 

 
Survey participants were also asked to indicate their agreement with the following statement: 
“Available technology-based assessment systems are a good match for the Nebraska Assessment 
Model.”  Eighty-three percent (83%) of the respondents indicated that they agreed or strongly 
agreed with the statement. Twelve percent (12%) were neutral and five percent (5%) either 
disagreed or strongly disagreed.  The results are provided in Table 30 and depicted in Figure 16. 
 
Table 30 
Technology-based Assessment Systems are a Good Match for the Nebraska Assessment Model 
(n=214) 
 Frequency Percentage 
Strongly Disagree 5 2.3 
Disagree 5 2.3 
Neutral 26 12.1 
Agree 74 34.6 
Strongly Agree 104 48.6 
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Figure 15.  STARS Technology Survey Results 
Extent to Which Software Was Used in Interpret and 
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Figure 12. STARS Technology Survey Results
Percentage of Respondents in Agreement That 

Technology-based Systems Are a Good Match for the 
Nebraska Assessment Model

2006-2007
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Participants were asked to rate the quality of the technology their district used in the STARS 
assessment process in seven areas including: supporting the school improvement process, 
meeting NDE reporting requirements, addressing security and privacy issues, being readily 
available for classroom teachers, being readily available for administrators, and being feasible to 
implement.  Participants rated each area on a scale of “1” to “5” with “1” representing “low 
quality” and “5” representing “high quality.”  Table 31 and Figure 17 show the mean responses 
for each of the areas.  
 
Table 31 
Self-assessment of the Quality of Technology Currently Used with the District in Various 
Assessment Areas 
    Confidence Interval 
 N Mean SD Upper Lower 
Does the Technology Support the School 

Improvement Process 
 

214 
 

3.97 
 

1.07 
 

4.12 
 

3.83 
Does the Technology Help in Meeting 

NDE Reporting Requirements 
 

213 
 

4.11 
 

1.02 
 

4.25 
 

3.98 
Does the Technology Address Security 

and Privacy Issues 
 

212 
 

3.95 
 

1.17 
 

4.10 
 

3.79 
Is the Technology Readily Available For 

Classroom Teachers 
 

212 
 

3.73 
 

1.20 
 

3.89 
 

3.57 
Is the Technology Readily Available For 

Administrators 
 

211 
 

3.89 
 

1.17 
 

4.04 
 

3.73 
Is the Technology Feasible to Implement 213 3.80 1.11 3.95 3.65 
 

Figure 16.  STARS Technology Survey Results 
Percentage of Respondents in Agreement That Technology-

based Systems Are a Good Mach for the Nebraska 
Assessment Model  

2006-2007 
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Follow-up analysis for differences between large and small schools did show differences in two 
of these areas.  Respondents from small schools produced a higher mean rating for both 
availability of technology in classrooms and for administrators.  For classroom teacher 
availability, the small schools mean was 3.86 while the large schools mean was 3.41, t (209) = 
2.499, p = .013. For technology availability for administrators, the small schools mean was 4.00 
while the large schools mean was 3.62, t (208) = 2.177, p = .031). 
 
Impact of Technology on Assessment 
This section of the survey posed a number of questions targeted at gathering participants’ 
perceptions of the impact that technology has on assessment.  Items included the potential 
contributions of technology, the impact of technology on time involved in STARS, the impact on 
the complexity of the STARS process, the impact on the value of assessment data, whether 
technology assists teachers in understanding the data collection process, and whether technology 
assists teachers in utilizing data for instructional decision-making.   
 
Respondents were presented with a series of potential contributions made by currently available 
technology and asked to rate the extent to which the technology contributed to the assessment 
process.  Each potential contribution was rated on a five-point scale with “1” representing “not at 
all” and “5” representing “to a great extent.”  Table 32 presents the mean, standard deviation and 
confidence interval for each of the seven potential contributions.  Ratings ranged from 3.23 to 
4.01 indicating that participants saw technology moderately contributing to the assessment 
process. Consistent data collection had the highest rating. Figure 18 shows mean ratings for each 
of the potential contributions in a bar chart. 
 
Small and large schools differed on rating for one potential technology contribution.  Small 
schools (M = 3.96) rated Results are Accessible to a Wide Audience Including Classroom 
Teachers more highly than did large schools (M = 3.57), t (209) = 2.334, p = .021. 
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Table 32 
Contributions of Technology 
    Confidence Interval 
 N Mean SD Upper Lower 
Consistent Data Collection 212 4.30 .87 4.42 4.18 
Knowledge of How to Organize And 

Summarize Data 
 

211 
 

4.05 
 

1.03 
 

4.19 
 

3.91 
Results are Accessible to a Wide Audience 

Including Classroom Teachers 
 

212 
 

3.84 
 

1.11 
 

3.99 
 

3.69 
Coordination with Planning and School 

Improvement Documentation and 
Reporting 

 
 

210 

 
 

3.91 

 
 

1.03 

 
 

4.05 

 
 

3.77 
Coordinated with Other Data Management 

Systems 
 

211 
 

3.51 
 

1.21 
 

3.67 
 

3.34 
Reporting Options Allow Multiple Views 

and Disaggregating of Data 
 

211 
 

3.77 
 

1.19 
 

3.93 
 

3.61 
Reporting Targets 208 3.71 1.11 3.86 3.56 
 

 
 
When asked to rate their agreement with the statement “The use of technology significantly 
reduces the amount of time involved in STARS” on a five-point scale from “strongly disagree” 
(1) to “strongly agree” (5), a majority of respondents either agreed or strongly agreed.  
Frequency and percent of respondents selecting each category are reported in Table 33 and 
depicted graphically in Figure 19. This response would seem to indicate that the respondents saw 
technology as one way to address the time demands noted in previous STARS evaluation data. 
 
Table 33 
Technology Significantly Reduces the Amount of Time Involved in STARS (n=289) 
 Frequency Percentage 
Strongly Disagree 6 2.9 
Disagree 27 12.9 
Neutral 31 14.8 
Agree 78 37.3 
Strongly Agree 67 32.1 
 

Figure 18.  STARS Technology Survey Results 
Contributions of Technology to Assessment 

2006-2007 
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Figure 15. STARS Technology Survey Results
Technology Significantly Reduced the 

Amount
of Time Involved in STARS
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One potential side effects of employing technology is the addition of complexity to the 
assessment process.  To gather survey participants’ perceptions of the impact of technology on 
the complexity of STARS they were asked to indicate their agreement with the statement: “The 
use of technology significantly increases the complexity of the STARS process.”  Participants 
responded on a scale of one to five (1 = strongly agree, 2 = disagree, 3 = neutral, 4 = agree, 5 = 
strongly agree).  Results indicated that only about 21% of the respondents agreed or strongly 
agreed with the statement.  Frequencies and percentages are listed in Table 34 and shown in 
Figure 20. 
 
Table 34 
Use of Technology Significantly Increased the Complexity of the STARS Process (n=287) 
 Frequency Percentage 
Strongly Disagree 32 15.3 
Disagree 71 34.0 
Neutral 63 30.1 
Agree 35 16.7 
Strongly Agree 8 3.8 
 

Figure 16. STARS Technology Survey Results
Use of Technology Significantly Increased the 

Complexity of the STARS Process 
2006-2007
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Perceptions of the impact of technology on the value of assessment data were assessed by asking 
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Technology Significantly Reduced the Amount of 

Time Involved in STARS 
2006-2007 

Figure 20.  STARS Technology Survey Results 
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participants to rate their agreement with the following statement: “The use of technology 
increases the value of the assessment data collected in the STARS process.”  
 
This item used a similar five-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = neutral, 4 = 
agree, 5 = strongly agree).  A clear majority (75%) indicated that they agreed or strongly agreed 
with the statement. Results are show in Table 35 and Figure 21. 
 
Table 35 
Use of Technology Increases the Value of the Assessment Data Collected in the STARS Process  
(n=288) 
 Frequency Percentage 
Strongly Disagree 2 1.0 
Disagree 10 4.8 
Neutral 40 19.1 
Agree 88 42.1 
Strongly Agree 69 33.0 
 

Figure 17. STARS Technology Survey Results
Use of Technology Increased the Value of the 

Assessment Data Collected in the STARS Process 
2006-2007
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Perceptions of the impact of technology on teachers’ understanding of the data collection process 
were assessed by asking participants to rate their agreement with the following statement: “The 
use of technology assists teachers in understanding the data collection process.”  This item also 
used a five-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = neutral, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly 
agree). A majority (68.6%) indicated that they agreed or strongly agreed with the statement.  
Frequencies and percentages are provided in Table 36 and depicted in Figure 22. 
 
Table 36 
Technology Assists Teachers in Understanding the Data Collection Process  (n=289) 
 Frequency Percentage 
Strongly Disagree 2 1.0 
Disagree 15 7.1 
Neutral 49 23.3 
Agree 101 48.1 
Strongly Agree 43 20.5 
 

Figure 21.  STARS Technology Survey Results 
Use of Technology Increased the Value of the Assessment 

Data Collected in the STARS Process 
2006-2007 
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Figure 18. STARS Technology Survey Results
Technology Assists Teachers in Understanding 

the Data Collection Process 
2006-2007
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Nebraska’s approach to assessment is designed to provide opportunities to develop and 
implement assessment that will support instructional decision making on the part of teachers.  
Participants were asked to rate their agreement with the following statement on technology’s 
impact in this area: “Technology assists teachers in using the data collected in the STARS 
process for instructional decision making.”  A scale of one to five (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = 
disagree, 3 = neutral, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly agree) was again used for this item. A clear majority 
(77%) agreed or strongly agreed with this statement.  Frequencies and percentages are shown in 
Table 37 and depicted in Figure 23. 
 
Table 37 
Technology Assists Teachers in Utilizing the Data Collected in the STARS Process for 
Instructional Decision-Making (n=288) 
 Frequency Percentage 
Strongly Disagree 1 0.5 
Disagree 11 5.2 
Neutral 37 17.6 
Agree 97 46.2 
Strongly Agree 64 30.5 
 

Figure 22.  STARS Technology Survey Results 
Technology Assists Teachers in Understanding the Data 

Collection Process 
2006-2007 
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Figure 19. STARS Technology Survey 
Results

Technology Assists Teachers in Utilizing the 
Data Collected in the STARS Process for 

Instructional Decision-making
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Items in this section of the survey examined perceptions of the impact of technology on the 
assessment process. Results indicated that respondents were positive about the potential of 
technology to contribute to the process.  A majority of respondents indicated that technology 
reduced the amount of time involved, increased the value of assessment data, assisted teachers in 
understanding and using assessment data for instructional decision making and, at the same time, 
did not increase the complexity of the assessment process. Respondents on average also 
indicated that they saw a number of potential contributions of technology as having a moderate 
to extensive impact. Technology’s contribution to consistent data collection was rated as having 
the greatest impact among the list. 
 
Future Systems and Issues 
The final section of the survey was designed to provide information helpful in planning, 
allocating resources, and developing policies related to implementing technology in the STARS 
assessment process.  Questions addressed the potential barriers in using technology, perceptions 
of the quality of currently available technology, and the desired features and characteristics of 
technology-based data collection, management and reporting systems. Participants were also 
asked to rate the likely impact of a number of potential areas of State support or resources. 
 
In order to assess perceptions of potential barriers to using technology, participants were 
presented with a list of ten possibilities.  Each possibility was rated on a scale of “one” to “five” 
with “one” representing “low” and “five” representing “high.”  Mean ratings for “Initial Cost” 
(4.09) and “Staff Time to Learn System” (4.05) were rated as the most significant barriers. 
Maintenance costs (3.9), teacher training (3.84), technical expertise to maintain (3.80), and 
administrator time to learn (3.77) were rated nearly as high.  Mean responses for all items in the 
list were at a level of moderate or above.  Means, standard deviations, and confidence intervals 
are presented in Table 38.  Figure 24 presents a comparison of mean scores for each potential 
barrier.  
 
It should be noted that the analysis for differences based on school size showed that the mean 
score for a number of these potential barriers differ significantly in small and larger schools. 
Mean ratings for the degree to which initial costs are a barrier was greater in large schools (M = 
4.31) than small schools (M=3.99), t (207) = -1.988, p = .048. Maintenance costs were also rated 
as a greater barrier by large schools (M-4.13) than small schools (M=3.80) t (159.256) = -2.380, 

Figure 23.  STARS Technology Survey Results 
Technology Assists Teachers in Utilizing the Data Collected in the 

STARS Process for Instructional Decision-making 
2006-2007 
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p = .019. Interoperability with other systems rating as a barrier to using technology was higher 
for larger schools (M = 4.02) than for small schools (3.65), t (129.079) = -2.211, p = .029.  
Finally, administrator time to learn systems was also perceived as a greater barrier by large 
schools (M=4.07) than small schools (M=3.65), t (143.499) = -2.6545, p = .009. 
 
Table 38 
Potential Barriers Related to Using Technology to Support Assessment  
(1 = Low, 5 = High) 
    Confidence Interval 
 N Mean SD Upper Lower 
Initial Cost 210 4.09 1.05 4.23 3.95 
Maintenance Costs 209 3.89 1.05 4.04 3.75 
Commitment To Single Vendor 207 3.35 1.26 3.52 3.18 
Knowledge to Choose Best System 207 3.71 1.05 3.85 3.56 
Technical Expertise to Maintain 209 3.80 1.17 3.96 3.65 
Fear of Obsolescence 209 3.40 1.19 3.56 3.24 
Teacher Training 209 3.84 1.06 3.99 3.70 
Interoperability with Other Systems 209 3.77 1.16 3.92 3.61 
Staff Time to Learn System 208 4.05 1.03 4.19 3.91 
Administrator Time to Learn System 207 3.77 1.56 3.93 3.61 
 

 
 

Table 39 and Figure 25 present results from the survey participants’ ratings of the quality of 
currently available technology used in collection, management and reporting of assessment data.  
Respondents rated each of five aspects of current technology on a scale of “one” to “five” with 
“one” being “low” and “five” being “high.”  Mean scores for all five aspects were in a moderate 
range from 3.17 to 3.65.   
 
Follow-up analysis for differences between smaller and larger school districts showed significant 
differences in the quality of currently available technology used to support the collection, 
management, and reporting of assessment data.  Smaller schools (M = 3.63) reported higher 
ratings for system quality than did larger schools (M = 3.23), t (204) = 2.602, p = .018. The mean 
scores were also significantly higher for smaller schools (M = 3.62) than for larger schools (M = 
2.95) for classroom level reporting features, t (204) = 3.957, p = .010. Mean scores for smaller 

Figure 24.  STARS Technology Survey Results
Potential Barriers Related to Using Technology to Support Assessment 

2006-2007 
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schools (M = 3.31) were also higher than larger schools (2.80) for interface with State reporting, 
t (203) = 2.829, p = .005). 
 
Table 39 
Quality of Currently Available Technology Used to Support the Collection, Management, and 
Reporting of Assessment Data (1 = Low, 5 = High) 
    Confidence Interval 
 N Mean SD Upper Lower 
Systems Are Comprehensive 206 3.51 1.09 3.66 3.36 
System Quality 207 3.52 1.04 3.66 3.38 
Classroom Level Reporting Features 207 3.43 1.15 3.59 3.27 
District Level Reporting Features 207 3.65 1.06 3.80 3.51 
Interface with State Reporting 206 3.17 1.19 3.33 3.00 
 

 
Table 40 presents the results of survey participants’ ratings of the desirability of various 
characteristics of technology-based data collection, management, and reporting systems. 
Respondents rated each of six characteristics of technology-based systems on a “one” to “five” 
scale with “one” representing “low” and “five” representing “high.”  All six of the characteristics 
were rated at a high level with averages ranging from 4.07 to 4.44.  Ease of data entry, usefulness 
of results for instructional decisions, and match with reporting requirements had the highest 
average ratings among the listed characteristics.  Results would indicate that all of these 
characteristics should be considered when evaluating or recommending technology-based 
assessment systems. A relative comparison of mean responses is also shown in Figure 26. 

One characteristic was perceived differently by small and large schools.  Comprehensive features 
was see as more desirable by large schools (M = 4.70) than small schools (M= 4.32), although 
both ratings were relatively high, t (143.261) = -3.347, p = 001. 
 

Figure 25. STARS Technology Survey Results
Quality of Currently Available Technology Used to Support

the Collection, Management, and Reporting of Assessment Data
2006-2007
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Table 40 
Desirability of Characteristics in a Technology-based Data Collection, Management, and 
Reporting System (1 = Low, 5 = High) 
    Confidence Interval 
 N Mean SD Upper Lower 
Ease of Data Entry 209 4.44 .84 4.56 4.33 
Usefulness of Results for Instructional 

Decisions 
 

209 
 

4.44 
 
.85 

 
4.55 

 
4.32 

Comprehensive Features 208 4.12 .91 4.24 4.00 
Match with Reporting Requirements 207 4.43 .86 4.55 4.31 
Ease of Learning System 207 4.22 .97 4.35 1.09 
Interoperability with Other Systems 207 4.07 1.08 4.22 3.92 
 

 
 
Table 41 presents data on survey participants’ ratings of the likely impact of potential areas of 
State support or resources.  Respondents rated a series of eight potential areas of support or 
resources on a scale of “one” (low) to “five” (high). Grants for technology implementation (4.49) 
and for training teachers (4.33) received the highest ratings.  The provision of models for data 
collection, management, and reporting (4.05), and software templates for collecting and 
organizing data (4.16) were the next most highly rated as likely areas of impact. Figure 27 shows 
the relative mean rankings of each of the potential areas of State support or resources. 
 
One potential area of State support or resources was rated differently by small and large schools. 
Grants for implementation were rated more highly by large schools (M=4.66) than small schools 
(4.42), t (128.765) = -2.236, p = .027. Both groups rated grants for technology implementation as 
having the highest likely impact. 
 

Figure 26.  STARS Technology Survey Results
Desirability of Characteristics in a Technology-based
Data Collection, Management, and Reporting System

2006-2007
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Table 41 
Likely Impact of Potential Areas of State Support or Resources (1 = Low, 5 = High) 
    Confidence Interval 
 N Mean SD Upper Lower 
Publication of Guidelines for Data 

Management and Reporting Systems 
 

208 
 

3.73 
 

1.00 
 

3.86 
 

3.59 
Support for Shared Experiences Among 

School Districts 
 

208 
 

3.76 
 
.97 

 
3.89 

 
3.63 

Case Studies of Successful 
Implementations 

 
207 

 
3.43 

 
1.09 

 
3.58 

 
3.28 

Grants for Training Teachers 209 4.33 .80 4.43 4.22 
Grants for Technology Implementation 209 4.49 .74 4.59 4.39 
Development of Models for Data 

Collection, Management, And 
Reporting 

 
 

208 

 
 

4.05 

 
 
.90 

 
 

4.17 

 
 

3.93 
Publication of Interoperability Standards 

and Reporting Requirements 
 

208 
 

3.75 
 
.95 

 
3.88 

 
3.62 

Provision of Software Templates For 
Collecting & Organizing Data 

 
206 

 
4.16 

 
.92 

 
3.28 

 
4.03 

 

 
 

SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION 
Knowledge of the characteristics of typical respondents was helpful in interpreting the results.  
Responses indicated demographics similar to those expected from the initial list of STARS 
contacts and coordinators in local districts and ESUs.  Respondents were primarily from smaller 
schools (70%) but were often part of larger consortiums for the purpose of implementing 
STARS.  Respondents were often superintendents, principals, or assessment coordinators, with 
teachers and curriculum coordinators also being represented.  The majority indicated funds were 
available for technology, particularly if it reduced other administrative costs or contributed to 
school improvement. In a new item, introduced in the 2007 administration of the survey, sixty-
seven percent of respondents agreed that the ARMS grants directly impacted their ability to 
invest in assessment technology.  The most frequently reported investment of funds was for 
management purposes (42%). 
 

Figure 27.  STARS Technology Survey Results
Likely Impact of Potential Areas of State Support or Resources

2006-2007
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The survey provided useful information on the current uses of technology. The majority of 
respondents indicated that basic productivity tools such as word processing and spreadsheets 
were the most extensively used tools in a number of aspects of the assessment process. Dedicated 
assessment software, Web-based software, and locally developed software or Web applications 
were used less extensively.  When broken down by school size, the rated extent of use of 
dedicated and locally developed software was proportionally higher in larger schools than in 
smaller schools possibly because of differences in resources.  Scanning, computer and Web-
based systems, and electronic portfolios had low ratings for use.   
 
Several survey items targeted general perceptions regarding current technology and the 
assessment process. A majority (87%) of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that the 
technology-based systems were a good match to the Nebraska assessment model. This is the only 
item in the survey that differed markedly from the 2006 survey results. In the 2006 survey, only 
47% of the respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the statement. The 2007 result is 
substantially more positive than the earlier survey. Respondents also rated the rating of the 
quality of the technology used by their district in the assessment process at a moderately to 
moderately high level.  These results would seem to indicate that there is a potential to improve 
and increase the use of technology in the assessment process in many Nebraska schools. 
 
Data from the survey clearly showed that survey participants felt technology has the potential to 
positively impact the assessment process. A majority of respondents indicated that technology 
reduced the amount of time involved, increased the value of assessment data, assisted teachers in 
understanding and using assessment data for instructional decision making and, at the same time, 
did not increase the complexity of the assessment process. Respondents also indicated that they 
saw a number of potential contributions of technology, such as consistent data collection, as 
having a moderate to extensive impact.  It appeared that among school personnel who work with 
the STARS assessment process technology was viewed as having a positive impact. 
 
Survey data also provided information useful for guiding future policies, support, and resources.  
The most significant barriers were costs of technology, staff and administrator time to learn 
systems, and teacher training. Interoperability was also rated as an issue in larger school districts. 
Quality ratings of current systems regarding their comprehensiveness, quality, reporting features, 
and interface with state reporting were moderate. Interestingly, ratings of classroom-level 
reporting features and interface with state reporting, although still moderate, were higher in small 
schools. A number of features of technology-based assessment systems were rated as highly 
desirable including: usefulness of results for instructional decisions, ease of data entry, match 
with reporting requirements, and ease of learning systems.  Survey participants felt that the areas 
of state support with the greatest potential for impact were grants for technology implementation 
and teacher training.  These areas were closely followed by the provision of exemplars in the 
form of models for data collection, management and reporting, and software templates for 
collecting and organizing data. 
 
Results from the survey indicated that STARS assessment leaders in Nebraska schools 
recognized the potential impact of technology on the assessment process, but at this point do not 
extensively make use of dedicated or locally developed software, although this may be occurring 
in larger districts or consortiums. Schools saw grant support for implementing technology and 
training school staff as likely to have significant impacts on the quality, usefulness, and value of 
the assessment process. 



 

 157

CHARTING STARS: 
PATHWAYS TO EXCELLENCE 

Section 3:  Research Studies 
 

Study VIII:  Statewide Writing Assessment Scoring: 
Effective Professional Development  

for the Classroom Teacher 
 
 

 
 

Statewide Writing Assessment Scoring:  Effective professional Development  
for the Classroom Teacher 

Sue Anderson, Director of Professional Development  
Educational Service Unit #3 

 
INTRODUCTION 

Statement of the Problem 
“Statewide Writing Assessment Scoring: Effective Professional Development for the Classroom 
Teacher” is a study undertaken by the Nebraska Department of Education.  This study was 
intended to ascertain the perceptions of scoring participants for the 2007 Statewide Writing 
Assessment regarding the relationship of their scoring experience to their instructional practices 
in the teaching of writing and to determine the effectiveness of the procedures used for the 
training of scoring participants for the assessment.  
 

 The benefits of this study are two-fold.  First, the relationship that scoring participants, referred 
to in this analysis as raters, perceive between the scoring experience and their classroom 
practices is critical to understanding the effects, if any, of a state-level assessment on the 
improvement of student achievement in writing.  Secondly, the responses provided by raters 
related to the training procedures are beneficial to the Nebraska Department of Education in the 
implementation processes of the Statewide Writing Assessment.   
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Purpose of the Study 
The purposes of the project of study were to learn raters’ perceptions of: 

1) the effect of the scoring experience on their classroom practices, and  
2) the effectiveness of the training they received during the scoring of the 2007 Nebraska 

Statewide Writing Assessment. 
 
Research Questions 
 The purposes of the study provided the basis for the research questions to be answered.  They 
are: 

1) What impact does participation in the scoring of the Statewide Writing Assessment have 
on raters’ classroom practices in the teaching of writing? 

2) What are raters’ perceptions of the effectiveness of the training they received during the 
scoring of the 2007 Nebraska Statewide Writing Assessment? 

 
REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

Since 1975, when Newsweek magazine published “Why Johnny Can’t Read,” the national 
attention has been focused on how to improve student academic achievement.  The “Nation At 
Risk” report in 1983 declared that American educational standards were too low, and in 1989 a 
national-level education summit convened by President George H. W. Bush advocated state 
academic standards and standardized tests.  The 1994 Educate America Act and the Goals 2000 
program during the Clinton administration placed accountability at the center of the school 
reform movement (Gallagher, 2007). With the enactment of the federal No Child Left Behind 
Act in 2002, states are now fully engaged in measuring and reporting student achievement 
against academic standards through extensive standardized testing programs. 
 
Persistent throughout this 30-year debate by national and state officials is the issue of whether 
accountability through high stakes testing improves student achievement. The merits, or lack 
thereof, of state level writing tests have not been omitted from the debate. Of state testing 
programs that include performance assessments, Linda Mabry (1999) reports that direct writing 
assessments, which ask students to produce a sample of writing, are the most prevalent and 
longest running.  
 
While that may be true, much has been written about how such writing assessments may not be 
accurate or adequate measures of how well students can write.  The primary reasons cited are 
standardization measures that some believe reduce student writing to formulaic texts that 
demonstrate little creativity or original thought. Standardization measures of large-scale writing 
assessments that come under the most frequent attack are requiring all students to write on the 
same topic, placing a time limit on the writing response, and using rubrics to score the writing. 
 
Mabry reports that all states administering direct writing assessments use rubrics to score student 
performance.  In her discussion of rubrics she maintains that they “promote reliability by 
standardizing scoring, but they also standardize writing” by limiting the writing to “pre-
determined standards.” She further argues that rubrics “overwhelm the curriculum,” and the 
result is that teacher-driven writing curricula, which may be superior, are overridden, an example 
of what she calls “the de-professionalism of teachers effectively being prevented from making 
decisions about curriculum and pedagogy for their students” (1999, p. 35). 
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Opponents of state writing assessments also argue that they limit the local school curriculum to 
the kinds of writing that will be tested to the exclusion of a variety of writing genre and modes. 
Among Hillocks’ (2002) conclusions in The Testing Trap: How State Writing Tests Control 
Learning is that when states determine categories of writing to assess, those categories receive 
priority of emphasis by schools and teachers.  Such prioritization and concern over how well 
student performance will stand up to public scrutiny often limits the local writing curriculum to 
what will be tested. Hillocks echoes Mabry’s (1999) contention that writing assessments, more 
often than not, foster “formulaic” writing that rarely reflects a thoughtful process in the 
expression of original ideas or in presenting evidence to support an idea.  Wiggins (1998) warns 
that many state writing assessments may undermine good writing by scoring only for focus, 
organization, style and mechanics because such scoring does not usually ask judges to consider 
whether the writing is powerful or moving. Freedman and Daiute (2001) maintain that writing 
assessments do not always acknowledge issues of culture, process, or purpose, and when they 
carry high stakes, teachers may feel forced to spend instructional time on writing rules out of 
context, a practice that has not been associated with the support of writing development. 
 
Hillocks (2002) examined the state writing assessments of Illinois, Texas, New York, Kentucky, 
and Oregon.  In spite of his conclusion that state writing tests limit the local curriculum, Hillocks 
reports that teachers in each of the five states believe their state assessment supports a desirable 
writing program, approve of the state scoring rubric, support teaching to the test, and think the 
assessment improves student writing.  However, most teachers surveyed believe their state 
writing test is not a comprehensive measure of student ability.  Only teachers from Kentucky 
believe that the state test, which is a portfolio of writing that students create over time, is a valid 
measure of their writing skills. 
 
Hillocks’ (2002) findings, related to the scoring of the state writing tests he examined, showed a 
wide range of processes.  Illinois and Texas contract with commercial testing companies for the 
scoring.  New York relies on a training of trainer model, training 2-3 teachers from each district 
who are then responsible for training teachers and conducting the scoring of the test within their 
respective districts. Oregon recruits teachers to score the test at regional scoring sites throughout 
the state, and Kentucky’s writing assessment, which is a portfolio of student writing generated 
over time, is scored at the local school district level by classroom teachers. In Hillocks’ study 
teachers representing states that use their own teachers to score the state writing test, report 
higher levels of approval of the test and its relationship to their classroom practices. 
 
Spandel and Stiggins (1997) looked at an important way to bridge the gap between large-scale 
assessment and classroom instruction in their discussion of large-scale assessments that enlist 
classroom teachers as raters.  They maintain that teachers who assess students’ work in the large-
scale setting give themselves an education both in how to write and how to assess. They further 
argue that teachers who participate as raters in large-scale assessment gain a broader perspective 
of student writing from throughout a state or district, which is very different from seeing only the 
writing of their students.  But they cited that the major contribution large-scale writing 
assessment has made to writing instruction is higher expectations about student performance. 
They also maintain that a state writing assessment, perhaps more than any other single stimulus,  
can prompt decision makers to ask important questions that they may not have asked before, 
questions that examine when, where, and how writing is being taught. 
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In direct opposition to the position on rubrics taken by Mabry (1999), Spandel (2005) argues that 
an equally important contribution large-scale writing assessment has made to instruction is the 
use of clearly defined rubrics that promote the reliability of scoring. Rubrics are generally 
defined as scoring tools that contain criteria and a scale for evaluating performances or products.  
Rubrics are frequently accompanied by examples of products or performances to illustrate the 
various score points on the scale.  Arter and McTighe (2001) describe the best rubrics used to 
assess student work as those that capture what teachers look for when judging quality.  They also 
maintain that rubrics used by teachers to score student work in large-scale assessments help them 
clarify instructional goals. During the process of scoring many papers, they say, teachers build 
their skill and confidence to identify the features of effective writing and return to their teaching 
more confident to judge their students’ work and more confident in their ability to teach students 
to be better writers. 
 
Nebraska’s Statewide Writing Assessment was first implemented in 2001 as a result of state 
legislation (79-760) which mandated the assessment and reporting of student performance by all 
public schools in meeting state standards in reading, mathematics, and writing.  Policy guidelines 
for the writing assessment issued by the State Board of Education in 2001 require that the 
assessment be a direct assessment of student writing requiring students in grades four, eight and 
eleven to respond to a single writing prompt or topic within a prescribed amount of time. 
 
The scoring process of Nebraska’s Statewide Writing Assessment requires each student’s 
response to be read and scored by two raters who use a rubric to assign a single holistic score.  
The rubric provided by the Nebraska Department of Education identifies the scoring criteria as 
ideas and content, organization, voice or tone, word choice, sentence fluency, and conventions. 
Raters assign a score based on how well the writing meets these criteria overall.  The rubric 
criteria are aligned to the qualities of writing identified in the Nebraska content standards for 
writing. 
 
In “Charting STARS – Sustainability as Challenge and Opportunity” Gallagher (2003) reports 
the results of year two of a research study and comprehensive evaluation of Nebraska’s School-
based Teacher-led Assessment and Reporting System (STARS).  Among the major findings of 
the analyses of a survey administered to teachers on their perceptions and classroom practices 
related to the state writing assessment were that 69% placed more emphasis on practice writing 
assessments, 73% placed more emphasis on sharing assessment criteria in class, and 73% placed 
more emphasis on explicit instruction in six trait writing. 
 
In addition to these findings, Gallagher reports that 88% of teachers agreed or strongly agreed  
that the six traits scoring rubric used to score the state writing assessment is useful for 
instruction; 75% agreed or strongly agreed that the state writing assessment supports learning 
objectives they have for their students; 72% agreed or strongly agreed that the results of the state 
writing assessment are useful for teachers; and 65% agreed or strongly agreed that the six traits 
are the most important features of writing. 
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METHODOLOGY 
Population and Sample 
The population of this study consisted of 390 raters in the scoring of the 2007 Nebraska 
Statewide Writing Assessment, with 131 raters at Grade 4, 129 raters at Grade 8, and 130 raters 
at Grade 11. A scoring session was conducted for each grade level. 
 
Raters were selected to participate in the scoring sessions based on their teaching experience, 
including grade level(s) taught and years of teaching, their previous writing assessment scoring 
experience, prior training in the Six Trait writing assessment model, and the geographic region of 
the state they represented. Approximately 50% of the raters for each scoring session represented 
the eastern region of the state, 30% of the raters were from the central region, and 20% were 
from the western region. Raters in the Grade 4 scoring session represented 46 school districts; 
while raters in Grades 8 and 11 represented 47 districts each.    
 
Data Collection and Analysis 
The data for this study was collected from rater responses to a survey entitled 2007 Statewide 
Writing Assessment Scoring Rater Evaluation (Appendix L) created by the Assistant Director of 
Statewide Assessment at the Nebraska Department of Education. The survey items were 
intended to collect information about the raters, their perceptions of the effectiveness of the 
training provided during the scoring sessions, and the relationship between the raters’ scoring 
experience and their classroom practices in the teaching of writing.  
 
The survey was designed to be completed by raters in no more than 10 minutes.  They were 
asked, but not required, to complete the survey on the final scoring day of each scoring session 
just prior to the start of scoring.  Surveys were placed at each scoring table, and raters were asked 
by the scoring room leader to complete the survey before the re-training procedures and scoring 
began.  Table leaders assigned to scoring tables collected the surveys when raters had completed 
them.  
 
All survey responses were coded and tabulated at the Nebraska Department of Education.  
Analysis included the tabulation of frequency of responses for all items and the calculation of 
mean scores for items asking raters to indicate their levels of agreement and disagreement.  
The survey contained 29 questions across the following categories:  rater information, scoring 
training, the scoring experience and its relationship to classroom practices, and comments related 
to reasons why raters wanted to participate in the scoring sessions.   
 
Rater information items pertained to gender, level of education, previous writing assessment 
scoring experience at the state level, previous scoring experience at the regional or local level, 
participation in six trait writing training prior to the scoring, years of classroom teaching 
experience, and current teaching status including grade level(s) and subject area(s).  
 
Survey items related to the raters’ scoring experience and their classroom practices asked them to 
indicate their levels of agreement and disagreement with how the scoring experience affirmed 
their current instructional practices, increased their understanding of the qualities of good 
writing, increased their confidence to provide meaningful feedback to students, and increased 
their confidence as teachers of writing.  Raters indicated their levels of agreement and 
disagreement with items in this section of the survey on a scale of “strongly disagree” to 
“strongly agree.”  
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A single open-ended item on the survey asked raters to explain their reason(s) for wanting to 
participate in the scoring session(s).  A final item invited raters to provide additional comments 
on any aspect of the scoring experience they wished to share. 
 
Survey items related to scoring training asked raters to respond to the effectiveness of the content 
of the training, strategies to ensure scoring accuracy, clarity of training materials, and the 
knowledge and skill of scoring leaders and table leaders. Raters indicated their levels of 
agreement and disagreement with items in this section of the survey on a scale of “strongly 
disagree” to “strongly agree.”  
 

FINDINGS 
Analyses of the survey responses provided general rater information, rater perceptions of the 
effectiveness of the training they received as part of the scoring process, and the effect of the 
scoring experience on their knowledge and classroom practices as teachers. Of 390 raters 
participating in the scoring across all grade levels, 374 raters responded to the survey, for a 
response rate of 96%. 
 
General Rater Information 
Among raters across all grade levels, 90% were females, with 93% females at Grade 4, 90% at 
Grade 8, and 86% at Grade 11. Among all raters, 4% had Bachelor degrees, 54% had Masters’ 
degrees, 4% had Education Specialist degrees, and 2% had Doctoral degrees.  Across all grade 
levels raters had an average of 18 years of teaching experience.  At Grade 4 the average number 
of years of teaching experience was 17, at Grade 8 it was 20 years, and at Grade 11 it was 18 
years.   
 
The majority of raters across all grade levels, 64%, were currently teaching, with 73% of those at 
Grade 4, 63% at Grade 8, and 57% at Grade 11.  Among raters currently not teaching, 6% were 
school administrators, 36% retired teachers, 33% substitute teachers, 1% student teachers, and 
24% with education-related responsibilities or experiences ( i.e. curriculum specialists, guidance 
counselors, assessment directors). Raters’ years of teaching experience reported by grade level 
and the percentage currently teaching are included in Table 42. 
 
Table 42 
Raters’ Years of Teaching Experience by Grade Level and Percentage of Raters Currently 
Teaching 
 Years of Teaching Experience Raters Currently Teaching 
Grade 4 17 73% 
Grade 8 20 63% 
Grade 11 18 57% 
Average of All Grade Levels 18 64% 
 
Among the of raters across all grade levels who were currently teaching, 43% were teaching at 
the grade level being assessed, with 47% teaching Grade 4, 42% teaching Grade 8, and 41% 
teaching Grade 11.  Raters for the Grade 4 assessment who were currently teaching but not at 
that grade level reported teaching within a broader range of elementary grades, K-6. The same 
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was true for raters currently teaching but not at Grade 8 or Grade 11, with the majority teaching 
within a broader range of middle school grades, 6-8,  and high school grades, 9-12, respectively.  
 
An average of 49% raters across all grade levels currently teaching reported the subjects or 
content areas they teach as those directly related to writing ( i.e. English, language arts, reading, 
literature, English as a Second Language) with 50% of Grade 4 raters teaching content directly 
related to writing, 50% of Grade 8 raters, and 46% of Grade 11 raters. Other subject or content 
areas taught by raters included social studies, math, science, and special education. 
 
Across all grade levels a majority of raters, 73%, had participated in previous Statewide Writing 
Assessment scoring sessions with 62% at Grade 4, 78% at Grade 8, and 79% at Grade 11.  Of the 
raters who had previously participated in state level scoring, 16% participated in 2001, the pilot 
year of the assessment, 13% in 2002, and 20% in 2003, 47% in 2004, 53% in 2005, and 66% in 
2006. Raters’ previous Statewide Writing Assessment scoring experience by grade level and year 
are included in Table 43. 
 
Table 43 
Raters’ Previous Statewide Writing Assessment Scoring Experience by Grade Level and Year 

 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 
Grade 4 11% 12% 8% 37% 44% 58% 
Grade 8 21% 18% 34% 55% 58% 67% 
Grade 11 17% 9% 17% 50% 57% 72% 
Average of All Grade Levels 16% 13% 20% 47% 53% 66% 

 
A majority of raters across all grade levels, 83%, also reported previous experience within their 
school districts or at regional Educational Service Units in large scale writing assessment 
scoring, with 81% at Grade 4, 85% at Grade 8, and 83% at Grade 11.  Similarly, a majority, 
94%, reported having participated in some form of training in the Six Trait writing assessment  
model prior to the 2007 state scoring.  A composite of rater experience is shown in Figure 28. 
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Relationship Between Raters’ Scoring Experience and Their Classroom Practices 
Survey items related to the raters’ scoring experience and their own classroom practices asked 
them to indicate their levels of agreement and disagreement with how being a rater affirmed their 
current instructional practices, increased their understanding of the qualities of good writing, 
increased their confidence to provide meaningful feedback to students, and increased their 
confidence as teachers of writing.  A single constructed response item in this section of the 
survey also asked raters to explain why they wanted to be a rater for the Statewide Writing 
Assessment.  Many of the responses by raters to this item re-iterated or elaborated on those 
provided for the selected response items in this section of the survey.  Some of the responses to 
this item are included in addition to the results provided in the tables.     
 
Among raters across all grade levels, a majority, 94%, agreed or strongly agreed that being a 
rater increased their understanding of the qualities of good writing, and 97% reported that being 
a rater built their confidence in making accurate ratings of the quality of student writing.  
Similarly, 94% of raters across all grade levels agreed or strongly agreed that the scoring 
experience helped them develop more accurate grade-level expectations for student writing. For 
each of these three items, more Grade 4 raters than Grade 8 or Grade 11 raters agreed or strongly 
agreed. See Tables 44 and 45 for raters’ levels of agreement or disagreement related to these 
aspects of being a rater. 
 
Table 44 
Being a rater has increased my understanding of the qualities of good writing 

 Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Neither Agree 

nor Disagree Agree Strongly 
Agree 

Grade 4 0% 0% 1% 28% 71% 
Grade 8 0% 1% 3% 22% 74% 
Grade 11 1% 2% 9% 29% 59% 
Average of All Grade Levels 0% 1% 4% 26% 68% 
 

Rater Comments: 
“I wanted to experience reading other papers from students outside of my district.  I also 
wanted to refresh my understanding of the qualities of what a good paper involves.”  
 (Grade 4 Rater) 

“The rating enables me to thoroughly understand the rubric.” (Grade 8 Rater) 

“The process has affirmed my belief that by using a good rubric people of varying 
backgrounds can assess writing” (Grade 11 Rater) 

 
Table 45 
Being a rater has increased my confidence in making accurate ratings of the quality of student 
writing 

 Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Neither Agree 

nor Disagree Agree Strongly 
Agree 

Grade 4 0% 0% 1% 20% 79% 
Grade 8 0% 0% 4% 21% 75% 
Grade 11 0% 0% 6% 27% 67% 
Average of All Grade Levels 0% 0% 3% 23% 74% 
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Rater Comments: 
“Being a rater has greatly improved my ability to rate without bias.  It is very beneficial 
to see other writers, not just my own.  Seeing other students’ writing helps me teach my 
students differently.” (Grade 4 Rater) 

“I enjoy scoring 8th grade (especially descriptive) because I teach descriptive writing in 
my classroom.  This helps me evaluate my own students’ writing better and gives me an 
idea where they are headed for state assessment writing in 8th grade.” (Grade 8 Rater) 

“Being a rater helps me to better instruct my students in preparation for the State 
Writing Assessment.  It also makes me a better assessor of my own students’ papers.” 
 (Grade 11 Rater) 

 
A majority of raters across all grade levels, 90%, agreed or strongly agreed that being a rater 
contributed to their ability to help their students become better writers and affirmed their current 
writing instruction practices. In addition, 94% of raters across all grade levels agreed or strongly 
agreed that being a rater helped them develop more accurate grade-related expectations for 
student writing. Grade 4 raters, more than Grade 8 or Grade 11 raters, agreed or strongly agreed 
that the scoring experience provided these benefits.  Related to these benefits also was the belief 
by the majority that being a rater gave them new ideas they could use in the teaching of writing. 
See Tables 46, 47, 48, and 49 and comments related to these items.  
 
Table 46 
Being a rater has contributed to my ability to help my students become better writers 

 Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Neither Agree 

nor Disagree Agree Strongly 
Agree 

Grade 4 0% 0% 5% 26% 69% 
Grade 8 0% 0% 11% 19% 70% 
Grade 11 1% 1% 13% 33% 52% 
Average of All Grade Levels 0% 0% 10% 26% 64% 
 

Rater Comments: 
“The knowledge I receive as a rater about the qualities of a good paper helps me to be 
able to teach my students how to be great writers.  I also enjoy speaking with teachers 
from other districts about the tools they use to teach their students writing.” (Grade 4 Rater) 

“I wanted to be a rater so that I can make sure I'm stressing the best form, process and 
style of writing to my students.” (Grade 8 Rater) 

“As a first year teacher, I have made it a goal to become as proficient in the six traits and 
assessing as possible.  State grading, as well as the regional assessment, have given me 
tools I can take into the classroom.” (Grade 11 Rater) 
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Table 47 
Being a rater has affirmed my current classroom writing instruction practices 

 Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Neither Agree 

nor Disagree Agree Strongly 
Agree 

Grade 4 0% 0% 4% 35% 61% 
Grade 8 0% 1% 14% 16% 69% 
Grade 11 0% 1% 11% 32% 56% 
Average of All Grade Levels 0% 0% 10% 28% 62% 
 

Rater Comments: 
“I wanted to become a rater because I feel it’s a good way to reaffirm my knowledge in 
my classroom content and teaching methods.” (Grade 11 Rater) 

[Being a rater helps me] “to serve as a resource within our district and to confirm that 
what we are doing is on track.  My experience here confirms this.” (Grade 11 Rater) 

“I wanted to be a rater because I wanted to see if my classroom writing practices were 
valid processes in comparison to the rest of the state.” (Grade 4 Rater) 

 
Table 48 
Being a rater has given me new ideas I can use in the teaching of writing in my classroom 

 Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Neither Agree 

nor Disagree Agree Strongly 
Agree 

Grade 4 0% 1% 14% 35% 50% 
Grade 8 1% 1% 16% 31% 51% 
Grade 11 1% 7% 21% 31% 40% 
Average of All Grade Levels 1% 3% 17% 32% 47% 
 

Rater Comments: 
“I like the professional development I receive by rating the assessment.  As a classroom 
teacher, I always get ideas how to motivate and teach my students to become better 
writers.” (Grade 8 Rater) 

“It also helps me bring back helpful info for my own students.” (Grade 8 Rater) 

“State grading, as well as the regional assessment, have given me tools I can take into the 
classroom.” (Grade 11 Rater) 

“The involvement has helped/informed and given me ideas that I can share with 
classroom teachers.” (Grade 11 Rater) 

“I sat with a reading coordinator and learned so much about what we could use as texts 
and programs to help our reading curriculum in our school.”  (Grade 11 Rater) 
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Table 49  
Being a rater has helped me develop more accurate grade-related expectations for student 
writing 

 Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Neither Agree 

nor Disagree Agree Strongly 
Agree 

Grade 4 0% 0% 0% 29% 71% 
Grade 8 0% 1% 7% 22% 70% 
Grade 11 0% 2% 9% 33% 56% 
Average of All Grade Levels 0% 1% 5% 28% 66% 
 

Rater Comments: 
“My main reason for being a rater was to be able to see other 4th grade students' writing so 
that I could compare where my students fall, and therefore be able to be more effective in my 
writing instruction in the classroom.” (Grade 4 Rater) 

“It is a valuable experience for teachers to gather together and have discussions about 
children's writing.  It gives me a better picture of how my kids compare with other kids from 
around the state.” (Grade 4 Rater) 

“I want to be a rater because I believe reading student work from all areas of the state at the 
grade level I teach helps me be more accurate in my expectations in my classroom.  I am 
reassured that my practices are accurate.” (Grade 8 Rater) 

 
A composite of rater responses regarding classroom practices is shown in Figure 29. 
 

 
Raters reported that being a rater helped them better understand how writing is related to 
thinking and reasoning, with 85% of raters across all grade levels citing this understanding.  
Eighty-two percent (82%) of raters also agreed that being a rater gave them a greater 
appreciation of writing’s uses in content area learning.  For both of these items, Grade 4 and 
Grade 8 raters more than Grade 11 raters, agreed or strongly agreed.  See Tables 50 and 51 for 
responses to these items by grade level.  
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Table 50 
Being a rater has helped me better understand how writing relates to thinking and reasoning 

 Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Neither Agree 

nor Disagree Agree Strongly 
Agree 

Grade 4 0% 4% 4% 42% 50% 
Grade 8 0% 4% 11% 32% 53% 
Grade 11 2% 5% 17% 33% 43% 
Average of All Grade Levels 1% 4% 11% 36% 49% 
 

Rater Comments: 
“Being a rater has expanded and affirmed my conviction that writing IS thinking.  I at times 
need this validation as I'm seen as the ‘crazy expert’ in my building simply because I 
continue to learn and share my experiences.” (Grade 8 Rater) 

“You learn so much about the thinking and reasoning of the grade levels [from being a 
rater].” (Grade 11 Rater) 

 
Table 51 
Being a rater has given me greater appreciation of writing’s uses in content area learning 

 Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Neither Agree 

nor Disagree Agree Strongly 
Agree 

Grade 4 1% 3% 11% 32% 53% 
Grade 8 0% 3% 10% 33% 54% 
Grade 11 1% 6% 19% 31% 43% 
Average of All Grade Levels 1% 4% 13% 32% 50% 
 
Rater Comments: 

“As a past rater, I've always returned to my classroom with a renewed sense of worth, 
accomplishment, and interest in my content area.” (Grade 11Rater) 

 

 

A composite of rater responses regarding writing is shown in Figure 30. 
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Building teacher confidence was cited by a majority of raters across all grade levels as a result of 
participating in the Statewide Writing Assessment scoring.  Ninety percent (90%) of raters 
indicated that being a rater increased their general confidence as a teacher of writing, and 89% 
reported that being a rater built their confidence in giving students helpful feedback on their 
writing.  In addition, 86% of raters agreed or strongly agreed that being a rater gave them 
assurance in talking with parents and others about writing and its importance.  See Tables 52, 53, 
and 54 for responses to these items by grade level.  
 
Table 52 
Being a rater has increased my general confidence as a teacher of writing 

 Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Neither Agree 

nor Disagree Agree Strongly 
Agree 

Grade 4 0% 0% 3% 32% 65% 
Grade 8 0% 0% 10% 24% 66% 
Grade 11 1% 1% 16% 27% 55% 
Average of All Grade Levels 0% 0% 10% 28% 62% 
 

Rater Comments: 
“I wanted to participate in state scoring to enhance my skills as a teacher.  The insights I 
gain as a rater translate directly to my teaching of writing.” (Grade 4 Rater) 

“Helps me professionally - I can go back to my classroom with more confidence in my 
knowledge and ability in teaching.” (Grade 8 Rater) 

“I wanted to see the standards at the state level.  Being a rater has improved my skills as a 
writing teacher.” (Grade 8 Rater) 

“My first reason was to become a better writing teacher - it worked!  It's also useful to 
discuss the writing process with other educators.” (Grade 8 Rater) 

“Every rater I have ever spoken to feels that this experience gives them so many ideas, 
enriches their background and helps them develop and improve their instruction.” 

(Grade 11 Rater) 
 
Table 53 
Being a rater has built my confidence in giving my students helpful feedback on their writing 

 Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Neither Agree 

nor Disagree Agree Strongly 
Agree 

Grade 4 0% 0% 4% 28% 68% 
Grade 8 0% 0% 10% 26% 64% 
Grade 11 1% 1% 15% 28% 55% 
Average of All Grade Levels 0% 0% 10% 27% 62% 
 

Rater Comments: 
“Scoring the writing assessments is a very effective method to improve the writing 
instruction.  It allows an instructor to improve in feedback with a student by giving 
positive comments.  This is a very important process.” (Grade 8 Rater) 
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“I have been involved in the writing scoring for 3 years now.  Each year it has given me 
a better and better idea of approaches to writing.  It makes it easy to discuss writing with 
my kids.  It also validates to them, the students, that I do know what I'm talking about.” 

(Grade 4 Rater) 
 
Table 54 
Being a rater has given me assurance in talking to parents and others about writing and its 
importance 

 Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Neither Agree 

nor Disagree Agree Strongly 
Agree 

Grade 4 0% 1% 6% 36% 57% 
Grade 8 0% 1% 15% 20% 64% 
Grade 11 0% 3% 15% 28% 54% 
Average of All Grade Levels 0% 2% 12% 28% 58% 
 

Rater Comments: 
“The experience of being a rater has given me the depth of knowledge to conference with 
students and parents regarding strengths and areas of concern for a student's writing.”   

(Grade 4 Rater) 
“Having scored for several years, I lead professional development for writing and 
scoring at my school.  The experience has definitely given me the confidence and 
knowledge base to conduct these meetings.” (Grade 4 Rater) 

 
A composite of rater scores relating to teacher confidence is shown in Figure 31. 

 
 
Raters’ Response to the Training Content and Procedures 
The scoring sessions for the Statewide Writing Assessment were held at Educational Service 
Unit #3 in Omaha in March of 2007.  Each scoring session consisted of three days. Primary 
training for raters was included in the first day of each scoring session with retraining or re-
calibration procedures occurring throughout the scoring sessions.   
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The content of the primary training included a general overview of scoring procedures and the 
holistic scoring process, explanation of the scoring rubric and activities designed to reinforce 
rater understanding of the content of the rubric and strategies for using the rubric to assign 
scores, use of anchor papers to exemplify performance levels, practice scoring of blind scored 
papers, and consensus scoring rounds of actual papers by table groups.  The same training 
format, including all these components, was used for each grade level.  The content of the 
training varied from grade level to grade level only with relationship to the grade specific writing 
prompts and mode specific anchor papers. The length of this training for raters in each scoring 
session was three hours.  Across all grade levels 98% of raters agreed or strongly agreed that the 
training content was appropriate with 100% at Grade 4, 99% at Grade 8, and 97% at Grade 11. 
Raters’ level of agreement or disagreement with the appropriateness of the training content is 
included in Table 55. 
 
Table 55 
Raters’ Level of Agreement or Disagreement Related to the Appropriateness of the Training  

 Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Neither Agree 

nor Disagree Agree Strongly 
Agree 

Grade 4 0% 0% 0% 27% 73% 
Grade 8 1% 0% 0% 30% 69% 
Grade 11 0% 0% 3% 29% 68% 
Average of All Grade Levels 0% 0% 1% 29% 70% 
 
In addition to the primary training raters received, scoring room leaders conducted re-training 
and re-calibration activities to ensure accuracy of scoring throughout the remainder of each 
scoring session. The content of these procedures included reviewing the rubric and anchor papers 
and scoring of additional blind scored papers for purposes of rater re-calibration.  Across all 
grade levels 97% of raters agreed or strongly agreed these re-training procedures were effective 
with 97% at Grade 4, 98% at Grade 8, and 95% at Grade 11.  For raters’ levels of agreement or 
disagreement on the effectiveness of the re-training procedures see Table 56.  
 
Table 56 
Raters’ Level of Agreement or Disagreement on the Effectiveness of Re-training Procedures 

 Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Neither Agree 

nor Disagree Agree Strongly 
Agree 

Grade 4 0% 3% 0% 21% 76% 
Grade 8 0% 2% 0% 24% 74% 
Grade 11 0% 5% 0% 26% 69% 
Average of All Grade Levels 0% 3% 0% 24% 73% 
 
A variety of scoring materials were provided by the Nebraska Department of Education for use 
by raters throughout the training and scoring. These materials included the “2007 Nebraska 
Statewide Writing Assessment Scoring Manual,” which contains explanations of all scoring 
procedures, mode-specific rubrics, anchor papers for each grade level, information about the 
characteristics of writing modes, score point scale worksheets, and individual scoring keys. Use 
of these materials by raters was explained during the training and scoring by scoring room 
leaders and through a video presentation by the NDE Coordinator of the Statewide Writing 
Assessment.  Ninety-five percent (95%) of raters across all grade levels agreed or strongly 
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agreed the scoring materials were clear and understandable.   For rater levels of agreement or 
disagreement related to the clarity of the scoring materials see Table 57. 
 
Table 57 
Raters’ Levels of Agreement or Disagreement Related to the Clarity of Training/Scoring 
Materials 

 Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Neither Agree 

nor Disagree Agree Strongly 
Agree 

Grade 4 0% 1% 1% 21% 77% 
Grade 8 0% 3% 4% 27% 66% 
Grade 11 1% 4% 3% 23% 69% 
Average of All Grade Levels 0% 3% 3% 24% 71% 
 
A composite of rater responses regarding both content and training materials is shown in Figure 
32. 
 

 
In addition to raters, other scoring personnel in each scoring session included scoring room 
leaders and table leaders. Scoring leaders and table leaders participated in training sessions 
specific to their roles and responsibilities on the day prior to each scoring session.  For each 
grade level of scoring in 2007 there were five scoring leaders, one for each of the scoring rooms.  
The number of raters in each scoring room ranged from 44 to 16, with raters assigned to scoring 
table groups of 4 in each scoring room.   
 
Scoring room leaders’ responsibilities were to facilitate the training on the rubric, modes of 
writing and anchor papers and modes of writing. In addition, they were responsible to conduct 
re-training procedures for raters as well as to supervise the over all scoring process in their 
respective rooms.  Scoring room leaders were selected on the basis of their previous state level 
scoring experiences, knowledge of the scoring process, presentation and training expertise, 



 

 173

familiarity with student writing at the grade level being scored, and their understanding of the 
characteristics of mode specific writing. 
 
For each scoring session there were 13 table leaders, one for every 2-3 table groups of raters. In 
each scoring room, table leaders were assigned to assist with re-training procedures for raters at 
their assigned tables, to monitor the scoring accuracy of raters at their assigned tables, and to 
conduct adjudication readings of papers that received discrepant scores. Table leaders were 
selected on the basis of their previous state level scoring experiences, their knowledge of the 
scoring process, their familiarity with student writing at the grade level being assessed, and their 
understanding of the characteristics of mode specific writing. 
 
Ninety-eight percent (98%) of raters across all grade levels agreed or strongly agreed that scoring 
leaders demonstrated expert knowledge of the assessment and scoring procedures. Similarly, 
95% of raters across all grade levels agreed or strongly agreed that table leaders demonstrated 
expert knowledge of the scoring procedures.   For raters’ levels of agreement and disagreement 
related to the effectiveness of scoring leaders and table leaders see Table 58. 
 
Table 58 
Raters’ Levels of Agreement or Disagreement Related to the Expert Knowledge Demonstrated by 
Scoring Room Leaders and Table Leaders 

 Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Neither Agree 

nor Disagree Agree Strongly 
Agree 

Scoring Leaders      
Grade 4 0% 0% 2% 13% 84% 
Grade 8 0% 0% 1% 21% 78% 
Grade 11 0% 0% 1% 17% 82% 
Average of All Grade Levels 0% 0% 1% 17% 81% 

Table Leaders      
Grade 4 1% 1% 1% 17% 80% 
Grade 8 0% 0% 0% 28% 72% 
Grade 11 0% 2% 8% 22% 68% 
Average of All Grade Levels 0% 1% 4% 21% 74% 

 
Raters across all grade levels agreed that scoring leaders were skilled in teaching them how to 
score the assessment and that table leaders were effective in facilitating the scoring process 
through re-calibration procedures (i.e. read behinds and resolving issues of discrepant scoring). 
See Table 59 for Raters’ levels of agreement or disagreement related to the skill of scoring 
leaders and table leaders.  A composite of the data contained in Tables 58 and 59 is shown in 
Figure 33. 
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Table 59 
Raters’ Levels of Agreement or Disagreement Related to the Skill of Scoring Room Leaders and 
Table Leaders 

 Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Neither Agree 

nor Disagree Agree Strongly 
Agree 

Scoring Leaders      
Grade 4 0% 2% 1% 21% 76% 
Grade 8 0% 0% 1% 28% 70% 
Grade 11 0% 1% 2% 21% 76% 
Average of All Grade Levels 0% 1% 1% 23% 74% 

Table Leaders      
Grade 4 1% 1% 3% 19% 76% 
Grade 8 0% 0% 3% 24% 73% 
Grade 11 0% 2% 5% 18% 75% 
Average of All Grade Levels 0% 1% 4% 20% 75% 

 

 
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

This study was designed to ascertain the relationship between the 2007 Statewide Writing 
Assessment scoring experience of raters and their classroom practices as teachers and to 
determine the effectiveness of the procedures used to train them to score the assessment.  
Responses collected from raters pertained to broad categories: general rater information, scoring 
training, and scoring experience related to their teaching practices.  
 
Rater Information 
Raters of the 2007 Statewide Writing Assessment were experienced teachers with a majority 
possessing a master’s degree or higher and with an average of 18 years of teaching experience.  
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Sixty-four percent (64%) of raters were currently teaching at or near the grade levels being 
assessed and a majority were teaching content areas directly related to writing (i.e. English, 
language arts, reading, literature).  Raters currently not teaching were school administrators, 
educators with education related responsibilities outside the classroom (i.e. curriculum and 
assessment directors), substitute teachers, and student teachers. 
 
A majority of teachers, 73%, came to the scoring sessions with previous state level scoring 
experience, and 83% reported previous scoring experience within their school districts or at 
regional Educational Service Units.  In addition, 83% of raters reported prior training in the six  
trait writing assessment model. 
 
Relationship Between the Raters’ Scoring Experience and Their Classroom Practices  
Hillocks’ (2002) study of five states’ writing test provides important information about the 
relationship between state level writing tests and their effects on local curriculum decisions.  
Even though he concludes that the expectations of state writing tests tend to override local 
decisions of pedagogy which may be based on best practices for the teaching of writing, the 
teachers he interviewed in each of the state’s whose writing assessments he examined generally 
reported favorable responses to their respective state’s test and the relationship they perceived 
between it and their classroom practices.  
 
What his study does not examine are the perceptions of teachers who were actually involved in 
the scoring of the assessment about the relationship of the scoring experience and their classroom 
practices. 
 
Participation in the scoring of the 2007 Statewide Writing Assessment was perceived by a 
majority of raters across all grade levels as beneficial to their classroom practices in the teaching 
of writing.  Responses by raters were related to increasing their understanding of the qualities of 
good writing, building their confidence as a teacher of writing, affirming their current classroom 
practices, providing helpful feedback to students about their writing, and other areas related to 
the teaching of writing. 
 
Ninety-seven percent (97%) reported that being a rater increased their confidence to assess the 
quality of student writing, and 94% believed their scoring experience increased their 
understanding of the qualities of good writing and helped them develop more accurate grade-
related expectations for student writing. 
 
Across all grade levels, 90% of raters agreed or strongly agreed that being a rater affirmed their 
current teaching practices, contributed to their ability to help students become better writers, and 
increased their general confidence as a teacher of writing. A majority of raters, 89%, agreed that 
being a rater gave them confidence to give students helpful feedback about their writing, and 
86% reported that being a rater gave them assurance in talking to parents and others about 
writing and its importance. 
 
Eighty-five percent (85%) of the raters across all grade levels had a better understanding of how 
writing relates to thinking and reasoning, and gave 82% of raters a greater appreciation of 
writing’s uses in content area learning.  Seventy-nine percent (79%) of raters agreed or strongly 
agreed that being a rater gave them new ideas they could use in the teaching of writing. 
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Scoring Training 
An overwhelming majority of raters across all grade levels agreed or strongly agreed that all 
aspects of the scoring training were effective.  Ninety-nine percent (99%) of raters agreed or 
strongly agreed that the general content of the training (i.e. the scoring process, scoring criteria, 
six traits of writing, writing modes) was appropriate while 97% indicated the strategies to ensure 
scoring accuracy (i.e. using the rubric to assign scores, using anchor papers to demonstrate 
performance levels, use of re-calibration papers, and consensus building discussions) were 
effective.  Ninety-five percent (95%) of raters agreed that the training materials were clear and 
understandable. 
 
A majority of raters, 98%, agreed or strongly agreed that scoring leaders and 97% agreed or 
strongly agreed that table leaders demonstrated expert knowledge of the assessment and the 
scoring process.  Ninety-seven percent (97%) of raters agreed that scoring leaders were skilled in 
teaching them to score the assessment, and 95% agreed that table leaders were effective in 
facilitating the scoring process through re-calibration procedures. 
 
 
Conclusions 
Based on the results of this study, it is possible to draw important conclusions about the raters 
and their perceptions of the scoring process.  First, the scoring experience was perceived by a 
majority of raters as a valuable professional development opportunity that contributed to their 
knowledge and understanding of the teaching and assessment of student writing.  Secondly, 
raters’ perceptions about the effectiveness of the scoring training were very positive across all 
grade level scoring groups.  What this means is that the training, including the content, materials, 
training personnel, and procedures, was appropriately designed and delivered in such a way that  
raters felt they were adequately prepared to score the assessments.   
 
Recommendations 
The results of this study provide valuable information to the Nebraska Department of Education 
related to its ongoing implementation of the scoring of the Statewide Writing Assessment.  The 
positive responses of raters related to the scoring training should serve as a recommendation to 
continue to develop and utilize high quality training plans and materials and to continue to enlist 
highly qualified individuals to implement the training procedures.  The positive responses of 
raters to the scoring experience in relationship to their classroom practices should also serve as a 
recommendation to the NDE to continue to utilize the state’s teachers for this assessment 
initiative as a way to assist in developing classroom expertise in the teaching of writing 
statewide.  It should also serve as a recommendation to local school districts to send teachers to 
the state level scoring sessions.  For in doing so, their students will ultimately reap the benefits of 
the teachers’ learning derived from the scoring experience.  
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THE EFFECT OF AN INTENSIVE WRITING INSTRUCTION 
ASSESSMENT PREPARATION PROGRAM ON  

STUDENT WRITING PROFICIENCY 

Dr. Edward J. Bennett, Assistant Principal 
Omaha Central High School, Omaha, Nebraska 

 
INTRODUCTION 

The Nebraska legislature holds school districts accountable for the quality of writing instruction 
through State Statute 79-760 which requires all public schools to participate in yearly Statewide 
Writing Assessments (NSWA). The results of the NSWA, which is given to all students in 
grades 4, 8, and 11, are published annually by all major newspapers in the state and are posted on 
the Nebraska Department of Education’s website. The scores are used to determine the percent 
of proficient writers at the specified grade levels in each school. These proficiency levels also are 
one factor in determining if schools make Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP). Failure to make 
AYP can result in severe consequences for a school, including loss of funding and eventual 
surrender of district control.  
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STUDY PURPOSE 
The purpose of this pretest-posttest two group comparative survey study was to determine 
whether an intensive writing instruction and assessment preparation program (IWIAPP) was 
effective in helping 8th grade students improve their performance on the Nebraska Statewide 
Writing Assessment (NSWA).  
 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 
To help students succeed on the NSWA, the research district developed its own Fall District 
Writing Assessment (FDWA) which is administered to all district students in grades 4, 8, and 11 
each September. District personnel score the FDWA in a consistent fashion to the NSWA, and 
scores are reported to individual buildings to help inform the writing instruction in the weeks 
between FDWA and NSWA. From a study design perspective, FDWA and NSWA created a 
natural pretest-posttest opportunity in which the effectiveness of a school’s writing preparation 
program could be measured and analyzed.  
 
The students who took part in this study were 8th-graders attending a middle school serving 950 
students in grades 5 through 8. Although all students took part, Special Education students, ESL 
students, and all students not attending the research school during 7th grade were not included in 
the unit of analysis. In addition to FDWA and NSWA scores, the study also analyzed California 
Achievement Test language mechanics and language expression subtest Normal Curve 
Equivalence (NCE) scores from grades 7 and 8 and classroom behavior as measured by office 
referrals and tardy to class frequencies. 
 
The six week intensive writing instruction and assessment preparation program (IWIAPP) was 
administered to all students whose scores ranged from 2-4 on the FDWA (N = 74) during regular 
classroom time by both of the research school’s 8th-grade language arts teachers. Identified 
students spent approximately 90 minutes per week participating in the program. The three unique 
characteristics of the program were (a) explicit instruction on the writing process (b) explicit 
instruction by the teacher on one trait of the Six Traits of Writing per week (c) consistent use of 
the Six Trait based State Assessment Scoring Rubric by students and teachers. Students in the 
IWIAPP program were required to draft, revise, and finish at least three original pieces of 
descriptive writing during the 6 weeks. The goal was that each of those pieces, after thorough 
revising and editing, met or exceeded the holistic score of 4.33 when scored by the teacher in a 
manner consistent with the FDWA and the NSWA.   
 
The components of the program were based, in part, on Gersten and Baker’s 2001 meta-analysis 
which identified three key components of writing programs proven to help struggling writers: (a) 
adhering to a basic framework of planning, writing, and revision, (b) explicitly teaching critical 
steps in the writing process, and (c) providing feedback guided by the information explicitly 
taught. Additional support for process writing was provided by an analysis of the 1998 NAEP 
Writing Assessment results which revealed that 8th and 12th grade students who were always 
asked to write more than one draft of a paper had higher average scores than peers who were 
sometimes or never asked to do so (National Center for Education Statistics, 1999). Voss (2001) 
found that students whose teachers used the process approach to writing instruction scored 
significantly higher on a state-mandated writing assessment.  
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Research in recent years has indicated that teaching writing using the process approach can be 
enhanced when students and teachers use a common language when discussing writing (Spandel 
& Stiggins, 1997). In fact, the National Council of Teachers of English included the need for a 
common language as one of its most important beliefs about the teaching of writing (NCTE, 
2004). Calkins (1994) defined this need by pointing out how students cannot talk easily and 
clearly about how to improve their own or other’s writing unless they know the language of 
editing and revision. In fact, the lack of a common language can actually slow students’ progress 
(Perchemlides & Coutant, 2004). A common language enables students and teachers to 
communicate using the same terminology, turning both into writing teachers and coaches and 
helping both come to a better understanding of how writing works (Spandel, 2005).  
 
During the past twenty years, Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory (NWREL) has taken 
the lead in developing, specifying, and articulating a common language method that describes 
good writing. That method, known as the Six Traits of Writing, has served as a reliable reference 
to help guide writers through the entire writing process, while simultaneously improving their 
writing skills and confidence (Isernhagen & Kozisek, 2000; Kowalewski, Murphy, & Starns, 
2002). Perchemlides and Coutant (2004) have gone so far as to say that they have yet to come 
across a teaching approach that better addresses a need for a common language.  
 
Reeves (2002) asserted that the proper use of rubrics makes final work submitted to teachers far 
more reflective of proficient performance. It also sends a clear message to the students that they 
are responsible for frequent evaluation and improvements to their work prior to submission 
(Reeves, 2002). Apparently when teachers conceptualize the classroom progress of students from 
the perspective of a rubric, as opposed to the perspective of accumulated total points, they think 
more in terms of the knowledge and skill strengths and weaknesses of their students (Marzano, 
2000). This perspective is apparently passed on to students who in turn improve their 
performance (Marzano, 2000). Grading students with rubrics also seems to improve grading 
accuracy when compared to the traditional point total grading method. Correlations between 
rubric scores and outside standardized test scores are higher than correlations of grades with 
standardized tests (Marzano, 2000). 
 
The IWIAPP model’s basic framework for planning, writing, and revision as part of the writing 
process was provided by enriched POWERUPS Notemaking Sheets (Henderson, 2005). 
POWERUPS is an acronym for eight critical steps in the writing process: prewriting, organizing, 
writing, evaluating, revising, underlining, proofreading, and submitting. Each POWERUPS 
Notemaking Sheet includes blank lines for writing as well as helpful hints on the writing process 
and opportunities for self-evaluation in the left and bottom margins. For all three descriptive 
writing drafts, students used a POWERUPS Notemaking Sheet.  
 
Feedback on student writing was provided by the students themselves, their peers, and their 
teacher as part of a writer’s workshop format (Atwell, 1987). The workshop included a daily 
mini-lesson by the teacher on one of the Six Traits.  At least 30 minutes was set aside during 
each class purely for quiet writing time, and at least 15 minutes during each class for peer 
conferencing and informal conferencing with the teacher. In addition, the teacher held at least 
one formal, individual writing conference with each IWIAPP student during the program to 
suggest explicit revisions in both content and form of student writing as recommended by 
Gersten and Baker (2001). Each teacher also held many individual informal writing conferences 
with students while circulating throughout the room during writing workshop time. Dictionaries 
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and thesauruses were provided for students as well as plenty of writing utensils, style manuals, 
and adolescent novels. Students were encouraged to choose their own topics for their three 
writing pieces, but the teacher also provided topic choices for students who needed them. The 
teacher approved all writing choices to ensure they were descriptive in nature.  
 
To assist students each week as they improved their skills on each trait, a laminated copy of the 
State Assessment Scoring Rubric was provided to each IWIAPP student. Laminated copies were 
also taped to each of the student tables in each classroom. The rubric clarifies the description of 
what effective writing looks like for each trait at each of the four scoring levels and provides a 
common language for discussing student writing. The language of the State Assessment Scoring 
Rubric is based on the Six Traits of Writing and is also embedded into the POWERUPS 
Notemaking Sheets.  
 
Students whose scores ranged from 5-8 on the FDWA (N = 86) comprised the control group of 
the study. During regular classroom time, the control group students engaged in less structured 
assignments and followed a more standard language arts curriculum. Specifically, they wrote 
drafts of descriptive writing independently, worked on a portion of a poetry unit, and engaged in 
free reading of novels of their choosing.  

 
STUDY FINDINGS 

Pretest to posttest gains made by IWIAPP students (N = 74) revealed significant improvement in 
writing performance on NSWA. The pretest FDWA score (M = 3.54, SD = .80) compared to the 
posttest NSWA writing score (M = 5.11, SD = .95) was statistically significantly different, t(72) 
= 12.13, p = .0001 (one-tailed), d = 1.79. Furthermore, 93% of IWIAPP students improved their 
scores from FDWA to NSWA.  
 
The control group of 8th-grade students (N = 86) also demonstrated significant pretest to posttest 
gains. The pretest FDWA writing score (M = 5.88, SD = .85) compared to the posttest NSWA 
writing score (M = 6.13, SD = .78) was statistically significantly different, t(84) = 2.37, p = .01 
(one-tailed), d = .30.  
 
Despite the significant gains made from FDWA to NSWA, California Achievement Test 
language mechanics and language expression subtest Normal Curve Equivalence (NCE) scores 
dipped significantly for both groups in three of the four subtests. However, the achievement 
qualitative description of these scores at posttest remained in either the average or above average 
range for all participants. Furthermore, while there was a statistical difference between the 
groups of students for behavior measures, during the second semester levels of office referrals 
and tardies would be considered low for middle school students.  
 

DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
While not all IWIAPP students demonstrated proficiency at posttest, the overwhelming majority 
improved, which indicates the IWIAPP intervention succeeded in improving student writing. The 
results of the study also serve to underscore the value of the three underlying components of the 
IWIAPP intervention: explicit instruction in the writing process, explicit instruction in the use of 
a common language, and frequent references to a scoring rubric clarifying the definitions of 
effective writing. While it is unclear which of these components had the greatest impact on 
student performance, the results leave little doubt that the intervention as a whole revealed the 
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codes of writing to the participants in a way that they internalized and applied with 
overwhelming success. The study’s results should encourage local and state education officials 
to consider implementing the IWIAPP intervention to help more struggling writers in middle 
schools across the research district and the state. 
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Researchers for the Primary Sixth Year Project 
2006-2007 

 
Principal Investigator 

Dr. Jody C. Isernhagen is an Associate Professor in Educational Administration at the 
University of Nebraska-Lincoln.  She received her doctoral degree from Virginia Tech 
and has been a teacher, assistant principal, principal, supervisor of elementary education, 
and superintendent in pre-K through 12 schools. Dr. Isernhagen serves as the primary 
investigator for the STARS Process and is the primary instructor for the School 
Improvement Specialist Program, a joint program between the North Central Association 
on Accreditation and School Improvement (NCA CASI). She serves as the State 
Accreditation and North Central Accreditation External Leader for four school districts 
in Nebraska.  Dr. Isernhagen was awarded the College of Education and Human Sciences 
Distinguished Teaching Award. 

 
Secondary Investigators 

Sue Anderson is the Director of Professional Development for Educational Service Unit 
#3 in Omaha and is currently a doctoral student in the College of Education and Human 
Sciences at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln. 
 
Edward J. Bennett is an Assistant Principal at Omaha Central High School, Omaha, 
Nebraska.  He received his Doctorate from the University of Nebraska at Omaha.   
 
Dr. Shirley J. Mills is an Assistant Professor at the University of Texas-Pan American  
and served as a secondary investigator for the STARS Comprehensive Evaluation.  She 
taught in Nebraska for 38 years prior to receiving her Doctorate in Leadership and 
Higher Education from the University of Nebraska-Lincoln in 2005.  
 
Jadi Miller is the Principal at Everett Elementary School, Lincoln, Nebraska and is 
currently a doctoral student in the College of Education and Human Sciences at the 
University of Nebraska-Lincoln..  
 
Dr. Allen L. Steckelberg is an Associate Professor in the Department of Teaching, 
Learning, and Teacher Education at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln. Dr. Steckelberg 
teaches and coordinates instructional technology and serves as the Technology 
Coordinator for the College of Education and Human Sciences.  Areas of teaching and 
research include technology in education, Web-based instructional and educational 
management, and paraprofessionals in school programs.   

 
Lan Li is a doctoral student in Instructional Technology at the University of Nebraska-
Lincoln.   She teaches courses in Instructional Technology and is currently doing research 
on improving student learning with technology-mediated peer assessment.  

 
Project Administrative Coordinator 

Susan Wilson is on the staff at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln and holds an 
Associate of Science degree in Business Administration from the College of St. Mary, 
Omaha. 
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Interviewers 

Larry Bornschlegl, Ed. Specialist, retired from Hastings Public Schools in 2002 after 
having spent 31 years in Nebraska as a secondary principal.  The Nebraska State 
Association of Secondary School Principals named him the Region IV “Principal of the 
Year” in 2001.  In 2002 he received the “Award of Excellence” from the Nebraska 
Association of Middle Level Education.  In 2004 he received the “Distinguished Service 
Award” from the Nebraska State Association of Secondary School Principals.  He 
remains active in education. 

 
Ronald Klemke, M.A. retired after 33 years of service to education in Nebraska 
Panhandle schools.  Ron served as a teacher and coach in wrestling, track, and golf, and 
was inducted into the “Nebraska Scholastic Wrestling Coaches’ Hall of Fame” in 1991.  
He has served as Chairman of the Board of County Commissioners in Garden County 
since 2001.  He is a member of the Oshkosh Economic Development Board and is active 
in volunteer work with Saint Elizabeth’s Parish and the Grand Island Diocese Deanery 
Pastoral Council. 
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Updated March 2007 – March 2008 

Validation of Nebraska’s Standards, Assessment,  
and Accountability System 

 
“An Accountability System can be said to have validity when the evidence is judged to 
be strong enough to support inferences that: 
 

1) the components of the system are aligned to the purposes and are 
working in harmony to help the system accomplish those purposes; and, 

 
2) the system is accomplishing what was intended (and did not accomplish 

what was not intended.)” 
 

 
The accountability system will be validated as “working” if evidence is found that the 
following purposes are goals of the accountability system are being met. 
 
Goal One Educators can appropriately and accurately assess and report student 

performance on content standards using local assessment systems. 
 

Goal Two Student performance and assessment data are being used for school 
improvement efforts. 

 
Goal Three Student performance in reading, writing, and mathematics have improved 

because of school improvement efforts based upon assessment and 
performance data. 

 
Goal Four Does the Nebraska accountability system (both state and AYP) misclassify 

schools or classify school systems correctly? 
 
Goal Five The consequences of the accountability system are positive ones and 

contribute to the achievement of the districts in the state accountability 
goals. 
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Goal One   

 
 

 
Educators can appropriately and accurately assess and report student 
performance on content standards using local assessment systems. 

 
Indicators for Study Research Questions

 
Method Who?

 
District Assessment 
Portfolio 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Are the Six Quality 
Criteria the right 
criteria for evaluating 
local assessment? 
 
 
 
 
 
What is the correlation 
(if any) between DAP 
ratings and NRT data?  
CRT data? 
 
 
In districts where 
assessment ratings are 
high, what are school 
leaders doing?  What 
are their 
characteristics? 

 
Inter-rater reliability 
of DAP scoring 
 
Outside Evaluator of 
Portfolio Process 
 
Evaluation of Process 
 
On-site visitations 
 
Surveys of local 
educators 
 
 
Surveys, case studies 
 

 
 
 
 
External Review 
Team 
 
 
Nebraska Peer 
Reviewers 
 
NDE 
 
UNL Evaluation 
 
 
UNL evaluation 
 
 

 
Local district 
assessments 
 

 
Are the local 
assessments used of 
sufficient quality to 
accurately measure 
student performance? 

 
Examination of 
assessments 
 
Peer review sessions 

 
Peer Review Teams 
 
Trained teacher 
teams 
External Review 
Team 
 

 
Consortiums, 
Collaborations, 
Individual Districts 

 
How do educators 
working in groups 
handle local 
assessment differently 
from educators in 
independent districts? 
 

 
Survey/case studies 

 
UNL evaluation 
 
Nebraska Peer 
Reviewers 
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Goal Two    
 
Student performance data generated from assessment and graduation rates are 
being used to inform local school improvement. 
 
Indicators 
for Study 

Research 
Questions

Method Who?

 
School 
Improvement 
Plan 
 
 
 

Are districts basing 
their school 
improvement goals 
on collected data 
from assessment? 

Review of 
school 
improvement 
plans 
 
External 
visitations 

NDE 
 
 
NDE/Review teams 
 
 

Professional 
development 
 

What are reading 
and math teachers 
saying about 
professional 
development? 
 
 
What are the 
characteristics of 
Nebraska’s 
professional 
development? 

Survey 
 
Case studies 

UNL Evaluation 
 
UNL Evaluation 
 
 
UNL Evaluation 

Instructional 
change 

How is instruction 
changing in 
Nebraska schools as 
a result of 
assessment data? 

External 
Visitations 
Case studies 
 

NDE 
UNL Evaluation 

 

 
Leadership 

How are local 
leaders modeling 
effective leadership 
assessment 
practices? 
 
How are the leaders 
in effective schools 
aligned in their 
thinking about 
assessment 
practices? 
 
What do principals 
need to do the local 
assessment work? 

Case studies 
 
Survey 
 
 
Survey 
 
 
 
Leaders of 
Learning 
Focus Group 

UNL Evaluation 
 
UNL Evaluation 
 
 
UNL Evaluation 
 
NDE/UNL 
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Goal Three  
 
Student performance in reading, mathematics, and writing, as well as graduation rate 
will improve as a result of data-informed school improvement efforts. 
 
Indicators for Study Research Questions Method Who?
Student performance on 
reading standards. 
 
 
 
 
 
Student performance on 
mathematics standards 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Disaggregated Student 
Performance 

Have NRT and CRT 
reading data improved 
from 2001, 2002, 2003, 
2004? 2005? 2006? 
2007? 
 
Have STARS 2002 
mathematics data 
improved from 2002 – 
2004 mathematics data? 
2005? 2006? 2007? 
 
Have NRT and CRT 
mathe-matics data 
improved from 2001, 
2002, 2003, 2004? 
2005? 2006? 2007? 
 
Have NRT and CRT data 
improved for all groups 
of students from 2001-
2007? 

 
 
 
 
Correlational Studies 
 
 
 
Correlational Studies 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Correlational Studies 
 
 

 
Research in Action 
 
 
 
 
Research in Action 
 
 
 
Research in Action 
 
 
 
Research in Action 
UNL 

Student performance on 
Statewide Writing 

Have statewide writing 
results improved? 
   Grade 4  - 
2002/2004/2006 
   Grade 8 – 
2003/2004/2006 
   Grade 11 – 2004/2006 
 
Are Statewide Writing 
results and reading 
results comparative? 
 
How are statewide 
writing data being used 
in classrooms in districts 
and for programmatic 
change? 

Correlational Studies 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Case studies 

Research in Action 
UNL 
 
 
 
 
UNL 
UCLA CREEST 
 
UNL Evaluation 

Graduation Rate Has the graduate rate 
improved from 2003-04 
to 2005-07? 

Correlational Studies NDE 
Research in Action 
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Goal Four 

Goal Five 

 
 
 
Does the Nebraska accountability system (both state and AYP) classify or misclassify 
schools? 
 
 
Indicators for Study Research Questions

 
Method Who?

 
Internal Data Validation 
 
Decision Verification 
 
 
 
 
 

 
What does NDE do 
internally to insure the 
accuracy of its data? 
 
How does NDE know 
its accountability 
decisions are accurate? 

 
AAR 
Business Rules 
Flow Chart 
Internal Audit 
 
 
 
 

NDE/Research in Action
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
The consequences of the accountability system are positive ones that contribute to the 
achievement of the other four accountability goals. 

 
Indicators for Study Research Questions

 
Method Who?

 
Intended consequences 
 
 
 
 
Emerging 
consequences 

 
What kinds of things 
are happening in 
schools where 
accountability goals 
aren’t being met? 
 
What kinds of things 
are happening in 
schools where 
accountability goals are 
being met? 

 
Case Studies 
 
Visitations 
Survey 
 
Case Studies 
 
Survey 

UNL Evaluation 
 
NDE 
 
 
UNL Evaluation 
 
NDE 

 

Unintended 
Consequences 

 

What have been the 
intended and 
unintended 
consequences in: 

a)   Schools meeting 
accountability goals 

b)  Schools not 
meeting 
accountability goals 

 

Case studies 
 
Survey 

 

UNL case studies 
Visitations – NDE 
ESU 
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Appendix D 

2006-2007 Study I: Nebraska-led Portfolio Peer  
Review Survey  
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Appendix E 
2006-2007 Study I: Nebraska-led Portfolio Peer  

Review Interview Protocol 
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Appendix F 

2006-2007 Study II:  STARS Leader 
Research Survey  
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Appendix G 

2006-2007 Study II:  STARS Teacher  
Survey 
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Appendix H 

2006-2007 Study II:  STARS Research Interview 
Protocol-Leaders 
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Appendix I 

2006-2007 Study II:  STARS Research Interview 
Protocol-Teachers 
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Appendix J 

2006-2007 Study VI:  Use of Data to Inform Decisions by 
Elementary Building Principals Survey 
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School Improvement Practices in Nebraska Elementary Schools 
 

Directions:  Select the category that best describes the practices in your building. 
 

1. School improvement goals are generated exclusively from my own personal experience and/or 
opinions. 

a. Strongly agree 
b. Agree 
c. Disagree 
d. Strongly disagree 
e. No opinion 
 

2. As the principal, I analyze student achievement on my own and then inform the faculty of the 
results and needs I have identified. 

a. Strongly agree 
b. Agree 
c. Disagree 
d. Strongly disagree 
e. No opinion 
 

3. As the principal, I work with a representative group of faculty members to analyze student 
achievement data to determine school improvement goals. 

a. Strongly agree 
b. Agree 
c. Disagree 
d. Strongly disagree 
e. No opinion 
 

4. As the principal, I work with the entire faculty to analyze student achievement data to determine 
school improvement goals. 

a. Strongly agree 
b. Agree 
c. Disagree 
d. Strongly disagree 
e. No opinion 
 

5. I allocate time for all teachers to work collaboratively to analyze student achievement data. 
a. Strongly agree 
b. Agree 
c. Disagree 
d. Strongly disagree 
e. No opinion 

 
6. In working with staff members to analyze data, the process  

a. Was facilitated entirely by me. 
b. Was facilitated with assistance from others in the building. 
c. Was facilitated with assistance from others in the district. 
d. Was facilitated by someone in the district other than myself. 
e. Did not take place with staff in my building. 



 

 242 

7. In analyzing data, my Educational Service Unit (ESU) provided (select all that apply) 
a. Training about data analysis. 
b. Consultation with ESU staff about my data. 
c. On-site consultation working with my school’s staff members. 
d. A data retreat for all schools in the area. 
e. Detailed data reports about my school. 
f. No support for data analysis. 

 
8. I feel capable of analyzing data 

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
9. My answer to question #8 was based on (select all that apply): 

a. Coursework that I have completed 
b. Training that I have received 
c. Support that I receive at my district 
d. Support that I receive at my ESU 
e. Other, please specify 

 
10. As the principal, I alone decide the focus of schoolwide improvement goals. 

a. Strongly agree 
b. Agree 
c. Disagree 
d. Strongly disagree 
e. No opinion 

 
11. As the principal, I consult with selected teachers and/or community members before I make 

decisions about schoolwide improvement goals. 
a. Strongly agree 
b. Agree 
c. Disagree 
d. Strongly disagree 
e. No opinion 

 
12. As the principal, I work with a representative teacher group to make decisions about the focus of 

school-wide improvement goals. 
a. Strongly agree 
b. Agree 
c. Disagree 
d. Strongly disagree 
e. No opinion 

 
13. As the principal, I work with the whole faculty to make decisions about the focus of school-wide 

improvement goals. 
a. Strongly agree 
b. Agree 
c. Disagree 
d. Strongly disagree 
e. No opinion 
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14. Parents and/or community members were involved in analyzing data to determine school 
improvement goals.  
a. Strongly agree 
b. Agree 
c. Disagree 
d. Strongly disagree 
e. No opinion 

 
15. In working with staff to identify school improvement goals, the process  

a. Was facilitated entirely by me. 
b. Was facilitated with assistance from others in the building. 
c. Was facilitated with assistance from others in the district. 
d. Was facilitated by someone in the district other than myself. 
e. Did not involve other staff in my building. 

 
16.To identify school improvement goals, my Educational Service Unit (ESU) provided (select all 

that apply) 
a. Training about writing goals. 
b. Consultation with ESU staff about my goals. 
c. On-site consultation working with my school’s staff members. 
d. A data retreat for all schools in my area 
e. Detailed examples of school improvement goals. 
f. No support for writing goals. 

 
17. I feel capable of identifying school improvement goals 

a. Yes 
b. No 
 

18. My answer to question #17 is based on(select all that apply): 
a. Coursework that I have completed 
b. Training that I have received 
c. Support that I receive at my district 
d. Support that I receive at my ESU 
e. Other, please specify 

 
19. A variety of student achievement results are used to identify school improvement goals. 

a. Strongly agree 
b. Agree 
c. Disagree 
d. Strongly disagree 
e. No opinion 

 
20. Criterion-referenced and norm-referenced test results are used to identify school improvement 

goals. 
a. Strongly agree 
b. Agree 
c. Disagree 
d. Strongly disagree 
e. No opinion 
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21. Student work samples, student portfolios, and/or other examples of locally developed assessments 
are used to identify school improvement goals. 
a. Strongly agree 
b. Agree 
c. Disagree 
d. Strongly disagree 
e. No opinion 

 
22. Other types of data, such as discipline referrals, grade retention, and/or enrollment in advanced 

courses are used to identify school improvement goals. 
a. Strongly agree 
b. Agree 
c. Disagree 
d. Strongly disagree 
e. No opinion 

 
23. Data that has been disaggregated by race, gender, free and reduced lunch status, and/or special 

needs are used to identify school improvement goals. 
a. Strongly agree 
b. Agree 
c. Disagree 
d. Strongly disagree 
e. No opinion 

 
24. In working with data for my school, the data  

a. Was compiled, disaggregated, and organized entirely by me. 
b. Was compiled, disaggregated, and organized with assistance from others in the building. 
c. Was compiled, disaggregated, and organized with assistance from others in the district. 
d. Was compiled, disaggregated, and organized by others in the district. 
e. Was not compiled, disaggregated, and organized for my school. 

 
25. In using disaggregated data, my Educational Service Unit (ESU) provided (select all that apply) 

a. Training about data disaggregation. 
b.  Consultation with ESU staff about my disaggregated data. 
c. On-site consultation working with my school’s staff members. 
d. A data retreat for all schools in my area. 
e. Detailed data reports about my school. 
f. No support for data disaggregation. 

 
26. I feel capable of working with disaggregated data. 

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
27. My answer to question #26 is based on (select all that apply): 

a. Coursework that I have completed 
b. Training that I have received 
c. Support that I receive at my district 
d. Support that I receive at my ESU 
e. Other, please specify 

28. As the principal, I have some control over the types of professional development activities 
provided for the teachers in my building. 
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a. Strongly agree 
b. Agree 
c. Disagree 
d. Strongly disagree 
e. No opinion 

 
29. As the principal, I determine the professional development activities for the teachers in my 

building. 
a. Strongly agree 
b. Agree 
c. Disagree 
d. Strongly disagree 
e. No opinion 

 
30. The whole school faculty utilized disaggregated student learning results to identify professional 

development needs. 
a. Strongly agree 
b. Agree 
c. Disagree 
d. Strongly disagree 
e. No opinion 

 
31. As the principal, I collect data informally from staff members to decide the types of professional 

development offered at the building. 
a. Strongly agree 
b. Agree 
c. Disagree 
d. Strongly disagree 
e. No opinion 

 
32. The school’s professional development program is tied to the school improvement goal.   

a. Strongly agree 
b. Agree 
c. Disagree 
d. Strongly disagree 
e. No opinion 

 
33. As the principal, I use data from classroom observations and/or walk-throughs to determine the 

design of the professional development program.   
a. Strongly agree 
b. Agree 
c. Disagree 
d. Strongly disagree 
e. No opinion 

 



 

 246 

34. As the principal, I collect and use teacher surveys to determine the design of the professional 
development program.  
a. Strongly agree 
b. Agree 
c. Disagree 
d. Strongly disagree 
e. No opinion 

 
35. The whole faculty uses data for evaluation of professional development. 

a. Strongly agree 
b. Agree 
c. Disagree 
d. Strongly disagree 
e. No opinion 

 
36. When identifying professional development activities for my school, the professional 

development 
a. Was planned entirely by me. 
b. Was planned with assistance from others in the building. 
c. Was planned with assistance from others in the district. 
d. Was planned by someone in the district other than me. 
e. Does not take place at the building level. 

 
37. In designing professional development activities for my school, my Educational Service Unit 

(ESU) provided (select all that apply) 
a. Training about effective professional development. 
b. Consultation with ESU staff about my professional development. 
c. On-site consultation working with my school’s staff members. 
d. Trainings held at the ESU for all schools in my area. 
e. No support for professional development. 
f. Other, please specify 

 
38. I feel capable of planning professional development. 

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
39. My answer to question #38 is based on (select all that apply): 

a. Coursework that I have completed 
b. Training that I have received 
c. Support that I receive at my district 
d. Support that I receive at my ESU 
e. Other, please specify 

 
40. As the principal, I collect student achievement data related to the school improvement goal. 

a. Frequently (Once or more per month) 
b. Occasionally (Once or more per quarter) 
c. Sometimes (Once or more per semester) 
d. Infrequently (Once or more per year) 
e. Never (Not at all) 
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41. As the principal, I collect data from teachers related to the school improvement goal. 
a. Frequently (Once or more per month) 
b. Occasionally (Once or more per quarter) 
c. Sometimes (Once or more per semester) 
d. Infrequently (Once or more per year) 
e. Never (Not at all) 

 
42. As the principal, I am required to submit reports about student achievement to the district. 

a. Frequently (Once or more per month) 
b. Occasionally (Once or more per quarter) 
c. Sometimes (Once or more per semester) 
d. Infrequently (Once or more per year) 
e. Never (Not at all) 

 
43. As the principal, I am required to submit reports about student achievement to the state. 

a. Frequently (Once or more per month) 
b. Occasionally (Once or more per quarter) 
c. Sometimes (Once or more per semester) 
d. Infrequently (Once or more per year) 
e. Never (Not at all) 

 
44. As the principal, I provide reports about student achievement to parents and the community. 

a. Frequently (Once or more per month) 
b. Occasionally (Once or more per quarter) 
c. Sometimes (Once or more per semester) 
d. Infrequently (Once or more per year) 
e. Never (Not at all) 

 
45. Baseline data is used to monitor student achievement related to the school improvement goal. 

a. Frequently (Once or more per month) 
b. Occasionally (Once or more per quarter) 
c. Sometimes (Once or more per semester) 
d. Infrequently (Once or more per year) 
e. Never (Not at all) 

 
46. Celebrations of improvements and accomplishments, based on data, are held in my school. 

a. Frequently (Once or more per month) 
b. Occasionally (Once or more per quarter) 
c. Sometimes (Once or more per semester) 
d. Infrequently (Once or more per year) 
e. Never (Not at all) 

 
47. When collecting and reporting student achievement results, the process  

a. Was facilitated and implemented entirely by me. 
b. Was facilitated and implemented with assistance from others in the building. 
c. Was facilitated and implemented with assistance from others in the district. 
d. Was facilitated and implemented by someone in the district other than me. 
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48. In collecting and reporting student achievement results for my school, my Educational Service 
Unit (ESU) provided (select all that apply) 
a. Training about collecting and reporting student achievement results. 
b. Consultation with ESU staff about collecting and reporting student achievement results. 
c. On-site consultation working with collecting and reporting student achievement results. 
d. No support for collecting and reporting student achievement results. 

 
49. I feel capable of collecting and reporting student achievement results. 

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
50. My answer to question #49 is based on (select all that apply): 

a. Coursework that I have completed 
b. Training that I have received 
c. Support that I receive at my district 
d. Support that I receive at my ESU 
e. Other ___________________________ 

 
51. My gender is: 

a. Male 
b. Female 

 
52. The highest level of education that I have completed is 

a. Bachelors Degree 
b. Masters Degree 
c. Specialist Degree 
d. Doctoral Degree 

 
53. I am a member of the following professional organizations (select all that apply) 

a. National Association for Elementary School Principals 
b. Nebraska Council of School Administrators 
c. Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development 
d. Nebraska Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development 
e. National Staff Development Council 
f. Other (please specify)  __________________________________________________ 

 
54. How many students are enrolled in your building?  

a. 1-100 
b. 101-200 
c. 201-300 
d. 301-400 
e. 401-500 
f. 501-600 
g. 601-700 
h. 701-800 
i. 801-900 
j. 901-1000 
k. more than 1000 
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55. How many students are enrolled in your district?  (Select only one) 
a. 1-500 
b. 501-1000 
c. 1001-2000  
d. 2001-3000  
e. 3000-4000 
f. 4001-5000  
g. 5001-15,000 
h. more than 15,000  

 
56. What grade levels, not including preschool, are included in your building?  ___________ 

 
57. How many years, including the current year, have you served in your current job?  

a. 1-5 
b. 6-10 
c. 11-15 
d. 16-20 
e. 21-25 
f. 26+ 

 
58. How many total years, including this year, have you served as an administrator?   

a. 1-5 
b. 6-10 
c. 11-15 
d. 16-20 
e. 21-25 
f. 26+ 

 
55. What was the topic of the most recent professional development in your school?  

________________________________________________________________________ 
 

56. Was the most recent professional development for your staff, selected based on district needs or 
selected based on school needs? (Select only one) 
a. District-based 
b. Building-based  
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Appendix K 

2006-2007 Study VII:  Role of Technology in Supporting 
STARS Survey 
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Appendix L 

2006-2007 Study VIII:  Statewide Writing Assessment 
Scoring Rater Evaluation 
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