BY DOUGLAS D. CHRISTENSEN

ur nation has taken up the

call to standards and the re-

sults have changed every-

thing about the way our

schools and state education
agencies do business. These changes
have extended from the classroom to the
boardroom and from the schoollhouse to
the statehouse.

For most states, the biggest change
has been a reliance on single, mandato-
ry and often standardized tests to assess
whether students meet the standards
set for them. It is unfortunate we Lold
such high regard for these summative
measures, which have little power to
change what actually happens in the
classrooms,

The goal of assessment is to improve
teaching and learning and thereby im-
prove student achievement. Therefore,
it makes sense to build assessments from
classrooms up and to build assessments
within and upon the program of curricu-
lum and instruction.

Much of the power of assessment is
lost when it is not integrared into class-

. activities. Assessment built ar the

oom level makes it easier for teach-
ers to identify those who are (or are not)
learning and what they are {or are not)
learning. With this information at their
fingestips, teachers can make changes

lassrol

Why Nebraska has
forsworn high-stakes
~ testing in favor
of district-tailored
measures

tmmediately rather chan waiting until
the end-of-year assessments are adminis-
tered and scored---when it is too late to
help struggling students,

Alignment Work
Nebraska was one of two states that did
not have z comprehensive, stare-man-
dated, single-test system. (lowa is the
other one.) But that has changed. Now
Nebraska's plan for assessment and ac-
countability is state-mandated, but it is
based on a foundation of formative class-
room or school-based assessments. It al-
so calls for districts to create their local
assessment systeras with guidance from
the state department of education.
Nebraska's School-based, Teacher-
led Assessment and Reporting System,
known as STARS, provides account-
ability for reporting how well students

are doing against the szandards while
protecting the local curriculum and en-
suring that the teachers have the power
to decide how they will assess their stu-
dents' tearning. Teachers are encour-
aged to integrate teaching and assess-
ment rather than regard teaching and
assessment as distinet and separate from
each other.

Under the STARS plan, local dis-
tricts create an assessment plan that out-
tines how they will assess student Jeam-
ing against the standards. The plan has
fwo parts.

Frst, districts must select 2 norm-ref-
erenced test from the five approved by
the department of education. Roughly
30-35 percent of Nebraska's standards at
grades 4, 8 and 11 are addressed by the
five state-approved norm-referenced
tests, The department used independent
assessment experss from the Buros Insti-
rute of Mental Measurements to deter-
mine which standards at which grade
levels are met by the NRTs, (School dis-
tricts may access this information on the
Nebraska Department of Education’s
Web site.)

Second, districts must plan for how
they fill in the blanks for the other 65-70
percent of the standards not addressed
by the norm-referenced tests. Most dis-
tricts created “wrap-around” assessments
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to fill in the gaps where the standards
were not met hy the approved NRT

Some districts administered one of Lho.
approved NRTs as well as a comprehen-
sive curricuium-based assessment creat-
ed or purchased by the districe,

For the STARS plan to succeed,
the leadership and effort must come at
the tocal level with guidance and sup-
port from the state. The state has pro-
vided the framework of state model
standards that local districts may use
to create their own. Or districts may
adopt the model standards. Eicher ac-
tion requires a local conversation

“about what it is that students should
know and be able to do.

The state ensures that each interme-
diate service region in the state has at
least one person trained in the assess-
ment development process who is ready
to provide training ac the local level.

The state also has used its discre-

tionary federal monies o provide grants,;-

to schools so that teams of teachers can
be patd stipends for developing local as-
sessments. In most districts, teams of
teachers work during the summer to de-
velop their standards, align their cur-
riculum and instructional activisies and
create their local assessments.

Dioug Christensen, Nebraska commissioner of ed-
ucetion, with Teacher of the Year Ann Cognard

in addition, the state has conducted
leadership workshops for principals and
superintendents on how to lead the
process in their schools. Most school dis-
tricts have either designated a prinéipal
or selecred a lead teacher to shepherd
their district through the process.

Through the University of Nebraska-
Lincoln, the first cohort of educators is
entelied in a program of seudy and men-
roring. They will be the first educators to
receive certification as assessment lead-
ers. We also worked with all the teacher
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iraining and administrator gaining in-
stitutions to ensure future reachers and
administrators graduate with the neces-
sary knowledge and skills to lead and im-
plement standards and assessments in
their schoaols and districs.

Testing the Test

Districts are held accounrable for the
quality of the assessments they develop
and are provided guidelines for what
good assessment looks like so they know
what they are being held accountable for
and build their assessments accordingly.

Each district submits an assessment
plan created to measure student
achievement against the standards at
grades 4, 8 und 11. The portfolio s
judged by an independent jury repre-
senting research, higher education and
the state department of education based
on how the portfolio meets six criteria
developed by a panel of state and na-
tional experts. The criteria are:

@ Alignment to Standards: Are as-
sessments aligned to either the model
standards adopted by the state or the lo-
cal district’s standards (which must be
equal to or more rigorous than the mod-
el standards)?

@ Opportunity te Leamn: ls evidence

apparent that curriculum and instruc-
tional activities are aligned to standards
and are provided to the students in a
timely manner so students have the op-
portunity to learn those things that are
in the standards?

® Bias Review: Are measures free of
bias based on gender, socioeconomic
status, racial or ethnic background or
handicapping conditions?

@ Developmental Level: Are meas-
wres appropriate to the age group of stu-
dents?

® Score Consistency {reliability):
Does evidence exist that administration
and scoring of this assessment over and
over would have the same results?

& Mascery Levels: Do mastery levels
derermine whether the student’s perform-
ance can be judged to be proficient on
each standard appropriate for the subject
and the grade level?

The jury rates the quality of each dis-
trict’s assessment on each of the six cri-
teria. All criteria listed here are critical
to good assessment practices. However,
as the intent is to create assessments that
can be used for school and classroom im-
provement, the two most important ¢ri-
teria are the alignment to standards and
curriculum match.

Formative measures, such as class-

continyed on page 30
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i the Bandwagon in

BY STEPHEN C. JOEL

he landscape of school ac-
countahility across America
is not a pretty picture. [vis lic-
vered with threats of punitive

2 measures against schools and
dlstlif‘tb by state education agencies,
widespread use of teaching to the test,
hostile stave takeovers and mounting
distrust between iocal superinzendents
and state authorities.

That's the porcrayal of accountabil-
ity painted for me by state commission-
ers and superintendents of puhlic in-
struction nationwide. Last summer, 1
had the good fortune 1o attend their
professional organization’s three-day
insticute in Wilmington, N.C., where |
heard abundant stories about the nega-
trive impact of high-srakes testing on
certain student populations and the
exodus of local school leaders and svatf
who no longer felt they had controt
aver student leaming.

At the same time, | never felt
. -ouder to be an educator from Ne-
braska, where we have largely resisted
jumping on the national bandwagon of
using a single state test with punitive
implications to measure accountabili-
ty. In front of “the chiefs” attending
the summer instisute of the Council of
Chief State School Officers, I joined
Doug Christensen, Nebraska’s educa-
ston commissioner, and other invitees
in describing our state’s unique ap-
proach in which all students are
pushed to meet high standards, school
leaders age trusted to do what they've
been trained to do and school districts
aren’t held sccountable thou;,h the
threat of punishment.

Realistic Expectations
[ have been a superintendent for 18

years, the last, nine in Nebraska, I can-
not remember another time when we

have had the conversations-that are
: presentiy taking place in schools and

cominunities 1egaLdmg student
ach1evement.
*- From the board of education to Lhe
stoom teacher, there is little doubt
—dt our priorivies have shifted dra-
matically to place the einphasis where
it should:be: student learning and ac-

countabiliey for that learning. School

?rwc Joel, supmmlendcm in (ncmd Nand Neb.,
applasds his state’s vealistic test expectations,

leaders in our stare no longer spend

the same amount of time ralking
about budgets and buses for they now
are discussing teaching and learning
strategies to improve student achieve-
ment. Standards, assessment and ac-
countability have put classrooms in
the forefront.

Nebraska school system leaders
have risen to the challenge of increased
accountability brought on by the ingro-
ducrion of state conrent standards in
1998, While many of us pnashed our
tecth when Christensen imveiled the
High Performance Learning Model 10
years ago, we have moved shead col-
laboratively to male it work at the dis-
trict level, As a result, most superin-
tendents would say the changes taking
place in our state’s classsooms have
benefited all children.

Nebraska is considered a rural state
with a high-achieving, refatively ho-
mogeneous and stable population.
However, many Nebraska school dis-
tricts now educate much darger minosi-
ty populations and special-needs
groups. These demographic changes

will require many districts to rcthmk '

their educational délivery.

Ncbraska also i js.a local conuol state -

v1th mmlmal bureaucratic interfer-
enice even-in this day.of increased
statewide accountability in many

places, In fact, the statg’s expectations:
for its schools are both reasonable and

realistic: Schools must be able to
demonstrate t6 their constituents that
they have cohesive and aligned curric-
ula, that they are able 1o measure what

chey teach and that academic growth is
evident. These are achievable expecta-
rions that the state has set for every
school district.

The fact that our data needs to be
reported tocally and will likely be dis-
played across the state comparatively
has created a window for leadership ro
think “outside the box" when creating
strategies and interventions to pro-
mote student learning. Many of these
interventions-—calendar alterations,
sutamer and other extended programs
and summer jumnp start§——are a re-
sponse to the stare’s use of school im-
provement data. Incerventions can
work only when decisions are driven
by student learning data.

Stunding Tull

Healthy debate is continuing in Amer-
ica over the best approach to improv-
ing studeat learning. At the CCSSO
conference this summer, a lively but
respectful argument took place be-
tween proponents of a single test to
measure student success and chose who
support approaches using muitiple as-
sessments, including some measures
developed locally. Both sides did their
hest 1o convince the other.

Those of us from Nebraska lefc the
meeting with & greater resolve to con-
tinue our work at the local level that
ernphasizes value-added growth for stu-
dents. We have stood tall in resisting
federal pressure and remain committed
to accurately measuring our students’
fearning in classrooms. We believe this
is the most accurate gauge of what is
successful in our schools and what
needs to be improved.

Yes, we had cur early concerns
about the commissioner’s High Per-
formance Learning Model, but we
hatbor no doubts now: Nebraska has
created an. environrient where con-
versational synergy-between educa-
tors and: cheir communities with ulti-

mately benefir all srudents through
" better. u,ac,hmg and learmng and the

1mpxovement of ﬁchool

Stove Joel is superintendent of the: Grand sland
School District; P.0. Bax 4904; Grand Island,
Neb. 68803, E-maik: smel@esul{] ory
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the New York state English Language Arts test.

continued from page 28

room and school-based assessments that
are locally developed, place highest pri-
ority on these two facters. The other cri-
teria are of little importance until align-
ment to standards and curriculum match
are met.

Trusting the Test

BRased on their locally created assess-
ment measures and practices, districts
report the percentages of students who
are proficient on each standard for

grades 4, 8 and 11 and receive a rating

based on the percentages of their stu-
dents who meet or exceed proficiency
stanudards.

Can we trust the results of classroom
and school-based measures? Because
STARS requires the inclusion of a state-

of experience, Keystone offers
a proven solution for:

B Schools facing a teacher shortage

# Home-tound students still enrolied
in public school )

B Students needing additional credits
to graduate

B Students requiring extra courses for
college entrance

B Resolving scheduie conflicts

a diploma.

¢an assist you and your students.

Eighth-grade lanpuiage avts students at Roberts School in Syracuse, N.Y., take a practice version of

With over 35 courses and 25 vears

B Gifted students who want to work ahead

B Assisting dropouts who wish to earn

Cur accredited courses, available online and
via correspondence, include all basic subject
areas and electives. it's no wender students
across the country are getting results with
Keystone! Call today to leam how Keystone

approved standardized, norme-referenced
test in the local assessment pian, any in-
consistency between the results of the

“local curriculum-hased assessments and

the standardized tests raises a red flag.
When the results of the two measures
are markedly different, districts nead to
fook at the two sets of results and make
adiustments,

gregate results of the statewide reporting
of local assessment results, Consistency
across the resules of multiple statewide
measures provides a means of judging
whether the assessments are appropriate
and whether the resules are consistent
across maltiple external measures.

Each November, the Nebraska De-
partment of Education publishes a pro-
file of each school district that includes:
{1) percentages of students who meet
each standard; (2) the jury's rating of the
quality of the district’s assessment on
each of the six criteria; and (3) other
school performance and demographic
information.

The profile of each district may be re-
viewed hy school persennel, community
members and policymakers to see how
well students are doing and how well
districts are doing in educating students.
The profile shows not only how well stu-
dents are learning but also how high the
district held the bar.

Informing Reforms

We decided early on that we would not
design the STARS model with precon-
ceived notions about what actions the

* ... the fwo most important criteria are the alignment
to standards and curriculum maotch.”

The STARS plan aiso includes using
external benchmarks of statewide results
in ACT scores and National Assessment
of liducational Progress to verify the ag-

sults-Oriented
Call 1-800-255-4937,

Dept. 127 or visit
www.keystonehighschool.com

KEYSTONE
National High School
420V, Sth Street
Bloomsursg, PA 17815-1564
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state would take if schools either refused
to participate or performed poorly.

Schools are required to have stand-
ards and te develop assessments and
report the results of those assessments
for grades 4, 8 and 11. Our aceredita-
tion rule is being revised to include
these requirements so that refusing
districts will be jeopardizing their ac-
creditacion status.

With regard to student performance
and how schools are judged ascording o
that performance, we assured that local
people armed wich information about
how their schools and the students in
them are doing will spur local effores to
remedy any problems. In Nebraska,
schools and communities are tightly
connected. Cirizens will put pressure on
the local leadership and policymakers 1o
fix areas of low performance.

Therefore, we are using this first year

of reporting to monitor how communi- -

ties respond to the data that will be dis-
seminated statewide. If we find that dis-
ericts do respond and schools do
improve, then the state likely wili not
intervene.
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Where school improvement is need-
ed we will converse throughout the year
with all stakeholders statewide to discuss
vhat the state should do. We hope the
focus of leadership for school improve-
ment will remain at the local level,

Above all, we inrend to honor and
highlight districts with exemplary per-
formance. We will have an honor roll of
schools that achieve high levels of per-
formance on their assessments andfor re-
port high levels of achievement of stu-

are experiencing. OQur local educators
are becoming assessment lirernte. They
are engaged in vital professional devel-
opment as they determine how they
know students are learning, whar th ey
are supposed to learn and how to change
curricutum and instructional activities
so students can learn.

Nothing in a state test will create
teacher commisment o standards and to
student learning without the use of force
by sanctions or reward. Nothing in a

“Our current accreditation rule is being revised to
include these requirements so that refusing districts will
be jeopardizing their accreditation status.”

dents. We will also find wiays Lo
recognize and disseminate best and
promising practices of schools and dis-
tricts in standards, assessment, reporting
and school improvement.

The STARS program provides for-
mative data from the local assessments
to ensure that the school improvement
process will focus first on curriculum,
Mstrucrion and teaching rather than on

e performance of the student as the
wcus of accountability. That daea,
when aggregated to show a picture of
group or school performance, will en-
sure that the entire schooling process
will be part of the discussion of school
improvement,

Facing Detractors

The STARS program is not withont its
critics. Some believe that because Ne-
braska ranks in the top 10 among the
states in just about every performance
category we don’t need to add more test-
ing. Some believe the STARS Process is
too labor-intensive and time-consuming
and that it would be cheaper and easier
to bave a state-created test. Still others
contend that the only true accountabili-
ty is that which resules from ranking
school districts against each other based
on all students taking the same test ar
the same time.

There is no question that the STARS
process is labor-intensive and time-con-
suming for local educators who already
work very hard. A state-created and ad-
~nistered test would be more efficient

he local leaders. However, it would
uxely be less effective.

Administering a state test will'not
provide the critical professional devel.
opment that the teachers of Nebraska

state test will energize professional com-
mitment to doing whatever is necessary
to help students learn.

An lmperfect System

If standards are to spur the changes that
most everyone agrees they can and
should, then they must be linked to cur-
riculum and instructional programs from
which assessments systems are designed,
And these assessments must have their
base in the classroom.

The STARS program focuses assess-
ment and school improvement efforts on
what is best for students and what they
need to learn. The local assessment
plans requires that student learning be
compared to standards, that districts
compare their performance to standards
and to the criteria for good assessment
and that districes compare their perform-
ance 1o external benchmarks and show
they are improving over time. In the
STARS pian, districts are compared, but
they are compared to themselves, to the
criteria of standards and to the criceria of
good assessment practices.

The Nebraska system is not perfect.
However, the preliminary results from
our first assessments are encouraging.
There is every reason to believe that we
will continue to improve on the external
benchmarks as evidence thar STARS
works and that formarive measures are
the key 1o the promise that standards
will, in fact, change everything for the
better. B

Doug Christensen s the commissioner of the
Nebraska Depariment of Education, P.0. Box
94987, Lincoln, Neb. 68509,

E-mail: dovg_ch@nde.state ne.vs

-or send today for your
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At Last,
Help Every Student
aster Standards!

ceelerated Reader” (AR™) reading

management software helps educators

instill the love of reading in students
and develop lifelong learmers,

Now used in more than 50,000 schools, AR is

i learning information spstem that manages
literature-based reading practice. Stadents read
fibrary books within their reading rarges and
take computerizex] comprehension quizzes.
The AR hook list contains nearly 50,000 titles,
ang grows every day

The Information
Educators Need

AR monitors performance and provides more

than 30 informative reports listing reading

levels, comprehension percentages, diagnos-

tic infermation, and more, Discover how

Accelerated Reader can help you:

° Motivate students fo read more and
hetter books.

© Work with a8l studenis K~12, all abilities,

= Increase scores on performance-based
and norm-referenced tests—research
proves it!

Develop afifelong love of reading in
your students,

© Incraase your students’ critical-
thinking skilis,

e Rengw the joy of teaching.

To learn more about Accelerated Reader,

call (800) 338-4204, rer. #1401,

FREE research-packed
reading information
kitinclueing a
CD-ROM demo!

= Accelerate
d
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