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A sample of 293 local district assessments used in the Nebraska
STARS (School-based Teacher-led Assessment and Reporting
System), 147 from 2004 district mathematics assessment
portfolios and 146 from 2003 reading assessment portfolios,
was scored with a rubric evaluating their quality. Scorers were
Nebraska educators with background and training in
assessment. Raters reached an agreement criterion during a
training session; however, analysis of a set of 30 assessments
double-scored during the main scoring session indicated that the
math ratings remained reliable during scoring, while the reading
ratings did not. Therefore, this article presents results for the 147
mathematics assessments only. The quality of local mathematics
assessments used in the Nebraska STARS was good overall. The
majority were of high quality on characteristics that go to
validity (alignment with standards, clarity to students,
appropriateness of content). Professional development for
Nebraska teachers is recommended on aspects of assessment
related to reliability (sufficiency of information and scoring
procedures).
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The State of Nebraska uses an as-
sessment system based on standards

of achievement for grades 4, 8, and
12 in order to monitor the progress
of students in its public schools.
The Nebraska School-based Teacher-
led Assessment and Reporting System
(STARS) is a unique state account-
ability system. School districts iden-
tify how they will measure and re-
port student performance on content
standards. They may select norm-
referenced tests, develop criterion-
referenced assessments, or use class-
room assessments to measure state

or state-approved content standards
(Roschewski, 2004, p. 10). Nebraska is
known nationally for its position that
local districts should be responsible for
the assessment systems that monitor
the progress of the students they teach
(Roschewski, Gallagher, & Isernhagen,
2001).

District systems for reporting stu-
dent achievement are reviewed for
quality, thus maintaining high stan-
dards for local assessment practices
as well as supporting student achieve-
ment. The quality of district assess-
ment systems has been evaluated an-

nually since 2001 (Buckendahl, Plake,
& Impara, 2004). Districts submitted
portfolios describing their assessments
and quality control systems in reading
in 2001 and 2003 and in mathematics
in 2002 and 2004. Six quality criteria
(Plake, Impara, & Buckendahl, 2004)
have been used to provide technical
quality ratings for district assessment
systems.

This study is the first look at the
quality of the local assessments used
in those systems. Until now, districts’
assessment systems have been evalu-
ated (Buckendahl et al., 2004), and
the quality of individual local assess-
ments has been assumed. This study
addressed that assumption with em-
pirical evidence. In 2003 each Ne-
braska school district included, as an
appendix to its reading assessment
portfolio, local assessments covering
three reading standards each at grades
4, 8, and 11. (Twelfth-grade content
standards are tested at grade 11.)
Similarly, in 2004 districts included
local mathematics assessments in
their math assessment portfolios. The
Nebraska Department of Education
(NDE) had randomly selected and
randomly assigned content standards
for the local assessment samples
to be included in district portfo-
lios. However, these local assessments
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themselves had not been rated in the
district portfolio rating process. Rather,
they were considered examples as cor-
roborating evidence for judging the dis-
tricts’ assessment process and system.

The research questions for this study
were the following:

1. Of what quality are the local assess-
ments used in the Nebraska STARS
program?

2. What proportion of them is of suffi-
cient quality to accurately measure
student performance?

3. Is the quality of local assessments
related to the quality of the district
assessment system?

4. If cases are found where quality
is not deemed sufficient, what pro-
fessional development and/or feed-
back to teachers might be required
to raise the quality of assessment to
an acceptable level?

Method
Sample Assessments

Nebraska categorizes school districts
into six classes based on grade level
and population of territory. A random
sample of 300 assessments was selected
from the 2003 and 2004 district as-
sessment portfolios stratified by school
district class (ESS/NDE, 2003), 50 as-
sessments for each of the two subjects
at three grade levels. The researcher
compiled a list of randomly selected
districts (or in some cases consortia
of districts that submitted joint as-
sessment portfolios) for each class of
school district. The number of districts
to be sampled in each class was pro-
portional to the number of districts of
that class in the state. The researcher
then supplied this list of randomly
selected portfolios to the Nebraska
Department of Education whose assess-
ment office staff pulled sample assess-
ments from the selected districts’ port-
folios, removed identifying information,
and photocopied them for use in a scor-
ing session.

Nebraska school districts collaborate
on assessment design, often with the as-
sistance of their regional Educational
Service Unit. For this reason, the dis-
trict assessment portfolios contained
many duplicate assessments. If an as-
sessment drawn from a selected port-
folio duplicated an assessment already
pulled for the sample, it was not used.
The sampling proceeded to the next
randomly selected district portfolio in
the appropriate class, so that the re-

sulting sample included 300 unique as-
sessments. The NDE staff member who
supervised the drawing of the sam-
ple estimated that the final sample of
300 assessments represented about one
third to one half of the unique assess-
ments in district reading and mathe-
matics portfolios.

From the 300 assessments, 30 were
randomly selected (5 each for 2 sub-
jects at 3 grade levels); for these 30,
two copies were included with the 300
assessments to be scored, thus embed-
ding a double scoring study in the pro-
cedure. Some of the assessments did
not include enough information to be
scorable (for example, some districts
had sent in incomplete copies of the as-
sessments). The final sample size was
293 assessments, 147 in math and 146
in reading.

Participants

Thirteen Nebraska educators, identi-
fied and invited by NDE, participated
in the scoring workshop. Eight of these
were graduates of the University of
Nebraska-Lincoln (UNL) assessment
cohort program (Lukin, Bandalos, Eck-
hout, & Mickelson, 2004). All were ex-
perienced educators who had worked
extensively with assessment. Most had
participated in planning the assess-
ment system for their district or consor-
tium of districts and were very familiar
with the STARS procedures. These ed-
ucators would be using the assessment
rubrics as leaders of professional devel-
opment around the state in the coming
year, so the scoring session functioned
as training for them as well as a rating
session.

The two-day scoring session was
observed by the NDE Director of
Statewide Assessment and three
NDE curriculum coordinators (read-
ing, math, and social studies) and by
two UNL professors, including the co-
ordinator of the STARS overall evalua-
tion, of which this study is one part. The
observers were present at the request
of NDE, to keep the process open.

Instrument (Rubric) Development

Rubrics were developed with a dual pur-
pose in mind. First, the rubrics were to
be useful for the study described here.
Second, the rubrics were to be suffi-
ciently user-friendly and in line with
other Nebraska STARS materials to be
useful in district professional develop-
ment. The goal was to study the quality

of local assessments currently used in
STARS, and then to use both the results
and the rubrics to improve the quality
of local assessments even further.

Content Validity. Several programs of
research have codified the elements of
quality assessment into rubrics. The
rubrics for this study were developed by
analyzing and comparing several exist-
ing sets of rubrics for judging the qual-
ity of classroom assessments: the Alter-
native Assessment Checklist (NWREL,
1998), the Classroom Assessment Qual-
ity Rubrics (Arter & Busick, 2001),
the CRESST Language Arts Assignment
Rubric (Matsumura, Garnier, Pascal, &
Valdes, 2002), and rubrics developed
for assessing student teachers’ assess-
ments (McConney & Ayres, 1998).

The author used the characteristics
of high-quality assessment identified in
the literature review to draft rubrics
relevant to the purpose of the local as-
sessments in STARS: to measure levels
of achievement of state content stan-
dards. Current conceptions of reliabil-
ity and validity for classroom assess-
ments (Brookhart, 2003; Linn, Baker,
& Dunbar, 1991) were also considered
in drafting the rubrics. There are at
least two additional criteria important
to the quality of local assessments that
could not be measured for this study:
amount of student involvement and in-
tegration with instruction (opportunity
to learn/practice). Investigating these
would have required information out-
side of the scope of this study.

The first draft of the rubrics did
not look like other STARS mate-
rial. The NDE Director of Statewide
Assessment suggested revisions that
would make the rubrics consistent
with other NDE assessment commu-
nications (NDE, 2003). The resulting
rubrics had five traits: Alignment, Suf-
ficiency, Clarity, Appropriateness, and
Scoring Procedures. A copy of the
rubrics used in the study is presented
as Figure 1.

Both the text of the rubrics in
Figure 1 and their operational defini-
tions as used by the workshop partic-
ipants were intended to be consistent
with the STARS definitions of charac-
teristics of assessment quality already
in use for the reviews of district assess-
ment portfolios. A recent NDE STARS
Update (No. 14: NDE, 2004) had in-
cluded information for districts about
these characteristics for use in prepar-
ing their 2004 assessment portfolios.
The participants were familiar with
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ASSESSMENT CODE  _______________DISTRICT __________________ STANDARD __________ 
 
RATER _________________________________  

Circle the specific part of the criterion that is present and assign points for each criterion.

Nebraska Department of Education
July 13-14, 2004

 

 
CRITERIA 

 
1-2 Points 

 

 
3-4 Points 

 
5-6 Points 

SUMMARY 
POINTS 

 
ALIGNMENT 

 
Few of the assessment 
items/tasks reflect a 
match to the 
appropriate standard. 
 

 
Some of the 
assessment 
items/tasks reflect a 
match to the 
appropriate 
standard(s). 
 

 
Assessment 
items/tasks reflect a 
match to the 
appropriate 
standard(s). 

 

SUFFICIENCY 

 
The essence of the 
standard is not 
represented, is 
ignored, or is poorly 
sampled. 
 

 
The essence of the 
standard is 
represented by an 
inadequate number of 
score points and only 
at certain 
performance levels. 
 

 
The essence of the 
standard is 
represented by an 
appropriate number 
of score points at all 
four performance 
levels (required by 
2006-07). 
 

 

CLARITY 

 
Few of the assessment 
tasks and/or directions 
are clear, complete, or 
unambiguous. 
 

 
Some of the 
assessment tasks or 
the directions are 
clear, complete, or 
unambiguous. 
 

 
The assessment tasks 
and the directions are 
clear, complete, and 
unambiguous. 

 

APPROPRIATENESS 

 
Few of the assessment 
tasks are fair, at the 
appropriate cognitive 
level, or of an 
appropriate length. 
 

 
Some of the 
assessment tasks are 
fair, at the 
appropriate cognitive 
level, or of an 
appropriate length. 
 

 
Assessment tasks are 
fair, at the 
appropriate cognitive 
level, and of an 
appropriate length. 

 

SCORING 
PROCEDURES 

 
Scoring 
procedures/rubrics are 
inadequate or not 
provided. 
 

 
Scoring procedures/ 
rubrics are provided, 
but require judgments 
that would be hard to 
make fairly and 
consistently. 
 

 
Scoring procedures/ 
rubrics are consistent 
with the assessment 
task and can be 
applied clearly and 
consistently. 

 

FIGURE 1. Classroom assessment rating rubric.

this material from work in their own
districts. Participants voiced apprecia-
tion about having a rubric that applied
to individual assessments the same
concepts with which they had been
working at the system level. A descrip-
tion of the operational definitions of the
five traits follows.

The Alignment rubric described
alignment as reflecting a match to ap-
propriate standards. This meant that
the content of the test was an ac-
curate reflection of the standard it
claimed to measure. Copies of the Ne-
braska Reading/Writing and Mathemat-
ics Standards (NDE, 2000, 2001) were

provided to each participant. The Ne-
braska Standards include example in-
dicators that illustrate what kinds of
content each standard is intended to
include. Participants were instructed
to read the relevant standard before
rating each assessment even if they
thought they were familiar with it.

Sufficiency was defined to mean an
appropriate number of score points at
all four performance levels: Beginning,
Progressing, Proficient, and Advanced.
The phrase “(required by 2006-07)” was
inserted in the rubric to remind partic-
ipants that the current review of dis-
trict assessment systems only required

sufficiency of information by standard,
usually judged by considering the num-
ber of items or points per standard.
To improve the quality of information,
the state established the goal that by
the 2006–2007 school year, district as-
sessments would pay attention to the
amount of information available at all
levels. For example, tests should in-
clude some items that even Beginners
would get correct and some items that
only Advanced students would get cor-
rect, in order to accurately categorize
students into four performance levels.
STARS Update 14 (NDE, 2004, p. 26)
defined this to mean a minimum of 3
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items (or 3 points) at each level for
each standard (total 12 score points per
standard), with more preferred, if the
information was to be used for group in-
formation with low stakes to students.
This definition of “sufficiency” was re-
quired for full points on this rubric.

Clarity was defined as clarity to the
student. The assessment tasks and di-
rections were read to see if they were
clear and complete from the student’s
point of view. This was operationalized
informally in the workshop by directing
participants to ask themselves, “Would
the kid know what to do?”

The Appropriateness rubric sub-
sumed two kinds of appropriateness.
Fairness meant that diverse learn-
ers would find the assessment’s items
or tasks to be appropriate for them:
not offensive and within their cul-
tural experience. “Cognitive level” and
length were attempts to describe as-
sessments pitched at the appropri-
ate developmental level; however, us-
ing the word “developmental” had
been ruled out because of some
other connotations in the STARS sys-
tem. For example, a fourth-grade test
should be appropriate for fourth-grade
students.

The Scoring Procedures rubric asked
participants to check that scoring pro-
cedures were consistent with the as-
sessment task and could be applied
clearly and consistently. This meant
first checking to see whether scoring
procedures were indeed supplied with
the assessment. If they were, the next
step was to see if the scoring pro-
cedures were in line with the stan-
dard they were intended to measure
and were clear enough to be reliably
applied.

For use in the scoring session, the
rubrics were printed on one page. Space
was provided for recording codes for the
assessment ID number, district, stan-
dard, and rater. The resulting one-page
instrument (Figure 1) was filled in for
four example assessments, to demon-
strate how to use the form as well as to
describe the example assessments. One
sheet per rater per assessment was used
for scoring training assessments and for
the main study rating.

Reliability. Three levels of perfor-
mance were described for each trait:
low (1–2 points), medium (3–4 points),
and high (5–6 points). Full points (2,
4, or 6) were awarded if the criteria for
that level were met in full, the lesser

point amount (1, 3, or 5) if the descrip-
tion applied but was not met in full.
The first day of the scoring session was
a training day. First, four example as-
sessments were discussed, and then five
training assessments were scored in-
dependently. Rater agreement overall
(13 raters rating 5 training assessments
on 5 criteria) was 86% exact agree-
ment on category (low/medium/high)
and 66% exact agreement on point value
(1–6). Agreement on category was not
the same as exact plus adjacent agree-
ment. If adjacent agreement was within
category, it counted as agreement (e.g.,
5 and 6 were an agreement); however,
if adjacent agreement was not within
category, it did not (e.g., 4 and 5 were
not an agreement).

The training was planned to take a
half of the first day (3 of the 6 hours)
of the workshop. However, the discus-
sion of both example and training as-
sessments focused on clarifying the cri-
teria and seemed to represent growing
participant understanding of both the
rubrics and their task. Therefore, the
researcher did not cut off discussion
in order to speed up the training. The
training session took almost all of the
first day. Raters scored the remaining
assessments independently on the sec-
ond day.

After the scoring session, addi-
tional reliability analyses were possi-
ble from the set of assessments that
had been scored twice. Results from
the 30 double-scored assessments in-
dicated that after the initial train-
ing to criterion, math ratings re-
mained more reliable than reading rat-
ings. For the 30 double-scored assess-
ments, exact agreement on category
(low/medium/high) was 73% for math
and 60% for reading. Exact agreement
on point value (1–6) was 48% for Math
and 37% for Reading. Intraclass correla-
tions for total score (for a single rater)
were .59 for math and −.13 for read-
ing. Where subsets of double-scored as-
sessments were scored by the same two
raters (3 math subsets and 2 reading
subsets, a total of 20 of the 30 assess-
ments), generalizability analyses were
possible (Crick & Brennan, 2001). Gen-
eralizability values for one rater ranged
from .78 to .90 (median = .81) for rel-
ative decisions and .65 to .88 (median
= .81) for absolute decisions in math
and were .00 for reading. Therefore,
this article presents only the results
describing the quality of math assess-
ments.

Results
Research Question 1: Of What Quality
Are the Local Assessments Used in the
Nebraska STARS Program?

The quality of local mathematics as-
sessments used in the Nebraska STARS
was good overall. Table 1 presents
the means and standard deviations by
grade. For three of the criteria (Align-
ment, mean = 5.48, SD = .94; Clar-
ity, mean = 5.62, SD = .72; and Ap-
propriateness, mean = 5.38, SD =
.89), the mean rating was in the
top rubric category. Ratings for Scor-
ing Procedures were lower (mean =
2.87, SD = 1.65), mostly because scor-
ing procedures were not provided for
many of the assessments. One of the
participants described this as an “easy
fix,” and pointed out that the rubrics
would be an effective way of commu-
nicating with districts the importance
of including scoring procedures in lo-
cal assessments. Scores for Sufficiency
(mean = 4.73, SD = .91) also indi-
cated an area for improvement. Many
of the assessments did not have enough
information available at all perfor-
mance levels (Beginning, Progressing,
Proficient, and Advanced) to reliably
classify students at all performance
categories.

Research Question 2. What Proportion
of Assessments Is of Sufficient Quality
to Accurately Measure Student
Performance?

Tables 2 through 6 present the percent-
age of all math assessments at each
level for Alignment, Sufficiency, Clar-
ity, Appropriateness, and Scoring Pro-
cedures. Results disaggregated by grade
level showed similar patterns. Over-
all, approximately 82% of math assess-
ments were comprised of items or tasks
reflecting a match to the standard they
were intended to measure. Approxi-
mately 59% had an appropriate number
of score points at all four performance
levels (Beginning, Progressing, Profi-
cient, and Advanced). Approximately
88% of assessments had tasks and direc-
tions that were clear to students. Ap-
proximately 82% of assessments were
judged appropriate (fair for all stu-
dents, and of an appropriate level and
length for the intended grade).

Approximately 21% specified clear
scoring procedures consistent with the
task; 70% had scoring procedures that
were either unclear or not provided.
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Table 1. Mean Mathematics Assessment Ratings

Grade Alignment Sufficiency Clarity Appropriateness Scoring Procedures

4 Mean 5.67 4.96 5.59 5.43 3.14
SD .69 .84 .73 .76 1.79

n 49 49 49 49 49
8 Mean 5.42 4.58 5.84 5.24 3.08

SD .88 .81 .43 .92 1.72
n 50 50 49 50 50

11 Mean 5.33 4.65 5.44 5.48 2.37
SD 1.17 1.04 .87 .97 1.32

n 48 48 48 48 48
Total Mean 5.48 4.73 5.62 5.38 2.87

SD .94 .91 .72 .89 1.65
n 147 147 146 147 147

Table 2. Alignment—Number and Percentage of
Nebraska Mathematics Assessments at Each Level
of Quality (Total = 147 Assessments)

Quality-Level Number of Percentage of
Description Points Assessments Assessments

Assessment items/tasks 6 105 71.4
reflect a match to the 5 15 10.2
appropriate standard(s).

Some of the assessment items/ 4 22 15.0
tasks reflect a match to 3 2 1.4
the appropriate standard(s).

Few of the assessment items/ 2 3 2.0
tasks reflect a match to 1 0 0.0
the appropriate standard.

Table 3. Sufficiency—Number and Percentage of
Nebraska Mathematics Assessments at Each Level
of Quality (Total = 147 Assessments)

Quality-Level Number of Percentage of
Description Points Assessments Assessments

The essence of the standard 6 31 21.1
is represented by an appropriate 5 56 38.1
number of score points at all
four performance levels
(required by 2006–2007).

The essence of the standard is 4 53 36.1
represented by an inadequate 3 3 2.0
number of score points and only
at certain performance levels.

The essence of the standard is not 2 4 2.7
represented, is ignored, or is 1 0 0.0
poorly sampled.

This figure may underestimate the qual-
ity of the local assessments’ scoring
procedures. It is possible that some
districts did not provide scoring proce-
dures when the state asked for assess-
ments to be included in their portfolios

because they interpreted that request
to mean providing a copy of just the stu-
dent instrument. Thus answer keys or
other scoring procedures that were not
available for rating may have existed for
some assessments.

In summary, the majority of local
assessments were of sufficient quality
on characteristics that go to validity
(alignment with standards, clarity to
students, appropriateness of content).
More work needs to be done to raise the
quality of local assessments on aspects
related to reliability (sufficiency of in-
formation and scoring procedures).

Research Question 3: Is the Quality of
Local Assessments Related to the
Quality of the District Assessment
System?

The overall quality of assessment sys-
tems was rated separately for each dis-
trict at grades 4, 8, and 11 with a pro-
cedure described by Buckendahl et al.
(2004). The state provided these over-
all ratings to the author of this study.
These ratings made it possible to inves-
tigate whether the quality of local as-
sessments was related to the quality of
the assessment system in a district. In
this study of local assessment quality,
most districts were represented by two
or three sampled assessments. The me-
dian scores for assessments in each dis-
trict at each grade were matched with
that district/grade’s assessment system
rating (1–5, unacceptable through ex-
emplary, based on the 2004 math port-
folio ratings). Spearman correlations
were calculated. Table 7 presents the
results.

None of the relationships reached
significance after a Bonferroni adjust-
ment for doing five tests was applied.
There are many possible reasons for
the lack of observed relationship be-
tween the quality of the district’s as-
sessment system, as reflected in the
portfolio rating, and the quality of the
local assessments. Lack of variability
was clearly one of the reasons. In math,
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Table 4. Clarity—Number and Percentage of
Nebraska Mathematics Assessments at Each
Level of Quality (Total = 146 Assessments)

Quality-Level Number of Percentage of
Description Points Assessments Assessments

The assessment tasks and the 6 110 75.3
directions are clear, complete, 5 18 12.3
and unambiguous.

Some of the assessment tasks or 4 17 11.6
the directions are clear, 3 1 0.7
complete, or unambiguous.

Few of the assessment tasks and/or 2 0 0.0
directions are clear, complete, 1 0 0.0
or unambiguous.

Table 5. Appropriateness—Number and
Percentage of Nebraska Mathematics
Assessments at Each Level of Quality
(Total = 147 Assessments)

Quality-Level Number of Percentage of
Description Points Assessments Assessments

Assessment tasks are fair, at the 6 89 60.5
appropriate cognitive level, and of 5 31 21.1
an appropriate length.

Some of the assessment tasks are fair, 4 22 15.0
at the appropriate cognitive level, 3 4 2.7
or of an appropriate length.

Few of the assessment tasks are fair, 2 1 0.7
at the appropriate cognitive level, 1 0 0.0
or of an appropriate length.

Table 6. Scoring Procedures—Number and
Percentage of Nebraska Mathematics
Assessments at Each Level of Quality
(Total = 147 Assessments)

Quality-Level Number of Percentage of
Description Points Assessments Assessments

Scoring procedures/rubrics are 6 26 17.7
consistent with the assessment 5 5 3.4
task and can be applied clearly
and consistently.

Scoring procedures/rubrics are 4 8 5.4
provided, but require judgments 3 5 3.4
that would be be hard to make
fairly and consistently.

Scoring procedures/rubrics are 2 91 61.9
inadequate or not provided. 1 12 8.2

96% of the district assessment system
ratings were Very Good (16%) or Ex-
emplary (80%). As Tables 2 through
6 showed, most of the ratings of indi-

vidual assessments were also clustered
at the top, although not quite as dra-
matically as the assessment system rat-
ings, and the median ratings for the 51

district/grade samples formed similar
distributions.

In addition to this statistical reason
for lack of a relationship between dis-
trict assessment systems and assess-
ments, there are several other possible
explanations. It may be that the dis-
trict assessment system rating was too
generalized a measure to relate to spe-
cific rubric scores; the overall district
assessment system ratings were based
on decision rules aggregating six crite-
ria. It may be that the authors of the lo-
cal assessments were equally capable,
regardless of how well the district sys-
tem to review and approve assessments
functioned. It may be that portfolio rat-
ings are partly a measure of how good
the district is at expressing what it did
to ensure assessment quality as well as
a measure of the system quality itself.
It is not possible to say which, if any, of
these additional explanations might be
true.

The correlation analysis has impli-
cations for professional development
efforts (below). If the quality of lo-
cal assessment instruments had been
poorer in districts that needed help
with their assessment system plans as
well, that would have suggested a need
for professional development in class-
room assessment and in district assess-
ment planning targeted to particular
districts. The fact that the quality of
the local assessment instruments was
not related to the quality of the district
assessment plans suggests a need for
across-the-board professional develop-
ment in classroom assessment.

Research Question 4: Professional
Development Needs

The fourth question—If cases are
found where quality is not deemed suf-
ficient, what professional development
and/or feedback to teachers might be
required to raise the quality of assess-
ment to an acceptable level?—was ad-
dressed in two ways. First, the rating
patterns on the various rubric criteria
gave a general indication of the kinds of
improvements needed. Teachers were
quite good at matching assessments to
standards. This is not surprising, be-
cause selecting or writing assignments
that match learning targets is some-
thing teachers do every time they write
a lesson plan for student work. This
study’s results for Sufficiency and Scor-
ing Procedures indicated that teach-
ers would benefit from professional
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Table 7. Correlations
beween District
Assessment Portfolio
Ratings and Median
Ratings of Assessments
Sampled from Those
Portfolios

Assessment Quality Math (2004)
Criterion n = 51

Alignment −.26
Sufficiency .29
Clarity −.04
Appropriateness .12
Scoring Procedures .04

development on the ways in which scor-
ing operates to turn student perfor-
mance on that work into measurement
of achievement.

Second, participants in the scoring
session responded to questions about
professional development in a debrief-
ing. Professional development themes
from these two sources included:

• Looking at sample assessments and
discussing their quality was a powerful
professional development tool.

• The rubric itself was valuable, mak-
ing quality criteria explicit. The educa-
tors appreciated the guidance that the
rubrics gave. The use of local assessments
in the STARS program makes the quality
of local district assessments a matter of
importance to them.

• There was support and approval for
state involvement in improving assess-
ment literacy.

These educators described how hav-
ing the criteria expressed in the rubrics
and examples led to improved assess-
ment literacy for them. There was en-
thusiastic support for the idea that
discussions on example assessments
would increase assessment literacy in
districts, in a similar manner to the
way they felt their assessment liter-
acy increased with participation in this
study.

Beyond raising the general level of
assessment literacy among Nebraska
educators, participants were asked to
give specific suggestions for profes-
sional development work, based on the
assessments they had seen. They called
for professional development regard-
ing what “sufficiency” is and how to
tap performance with items or tasks at
four levels. They observed that many
of the assessments were actually mas-

tery/nonmastery tests, with very little
coverage at the beginning or advanced
levels. They also suggested professional
development about why scoring proce-
dures are necessary, and how to write
them well. Professional development
about alignment or matching items or
tasks to standard was also suggested.
Teachers’ interpretations of the stan-
dards need to “capture the essence”
of the standard, not slavishly represent
all the example indicators in the state
standards. In the case of some assess-
ments, participants felt they did not
represent a deep knowledge base on
the part of the assessment writers. For-
matting was also suggested as a pro-
fessional development topic. The de-
sign and presentation of questions, the
size and type of answer spaces, and so
on, communicate expectations to stu-
dents. Participants also suggested that
Nebraska teachers receive some guid-
ance on what constitutes “appropriate-
ness” (vocabulary, length, appropriate-
ness of content to expected level of un-
derstanding and performance) over a
range of kinds of standards. Some state
content standards are broad, others are
more narrow, and standards are written
at different cognitive levels.

Discussion
The Nebraska STARS has received na-
tional attention since its inception
(Roschewski et al., 2001). Local assess-
ment has a prominent role in state ac-
countability reporting. While districts’
assessment systems have been evalu-
ated (Buckendahl et al., 2004), the
quality of individual local assessments
has been assumed. This study inves-
tigated that assumption. The majority
of local mathematics assessments were
of sufficient alignment, clarity, and ap-
propriateness to warrant attention to
their results. The results for sufficiency,
coupled with participants’ observations
about lack of sufficiency being more
of an issue for low and high perform-
ers, suggest that the quality of assess-
ments may be of sufficient quality at the
middle of the range of student perfor-
mance. That is, Nebraska can be confi-
dent about the accuracy of estimation
of the percentage of students above and
below the Progressing/Proficient cut-
point; there is less confidence about the
precise percentage of Beginning and
Advanced students.

Even with a need for increased relia-
bility of rubric use (similar to the devel-

opment of reliability in the assessment
system portfolio process; Buckendahl
et al., 2004), this study has identified
two areas that can with some confi-
dence be shared with Nebraska school
districts as areas for improvement. At-
tention should be given to developing
explicit scoring procedures for local as-
sessments and to sufficient coverage at
all four performance levels: Beginning,
Progressing, Proficient, and Advanced.
Suggestions for professional develop-
ment from participants included atten-
tion to the following: sufficiency, scor-
ing procedures, alignment (especially
interpretation of standards), depth of
content knowledge, formatting, and
appropriateness.

Using the rubrics could raise the
quality of assessments in Nebraska even
further, as teachers apply the rubrics in
their local assessment processes. Addi-
tional work needs to be done to ensure
that assessments in all subjects, not just
mathematics, can be reliably judged
with the rubrics. During the debriefing,
participants made suggestions, not re-
ported here, for some editorial changes
that might make the rubrics clearer.
Further discussion among Nebraska
teachers about the meaning of the cri-
teria would be helpful, too. Some of that
discussion is beginning with a series of
10 “Assessing the Assessments” work-
shops being held around the state in
2004–2005.

Since this study was designed, an-
other set of criteria and rubrics for
judging alignment of state tests to stan-
dards, those used by Achieve, Inc., was
published (Resnick, Rothman, Slat-
tery, & Vranek, 2003-04). Achieve’s
rubrics would not have been suitable
for this Nebraska study because the
Achieve ratings included the possibil-
ity of judging the standards as not
specific enough, and that was not in
the purview of this study. Also, it as-
sumed that multiple standards might
be covered by a test, which is different
from the way Nebraska districts sent in
sample assessments by individual stan-
dard. However, it is important to note
that the criteria used were congruent
with the criteria used in this Nebraska
study.

The five states in Achieve’s sample
were found to have items that mapped
well for content and performance, but
did not fare well on balance and range.
In addition, the most challenging stan-
dards were poorly represented on tests.
These results parallel the findings of
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this study of Nebraska local assess-
ments, where sufficiency of information
at all performance levels was the most
serious lack. Thus it seems that Ne-
braska has identified an area for im-
provement that it shares with other
states around the country.

In summary, the quality of local dis-
trict mathematics assessments used in
Nebraska’s STARS was generally good.
Nebraska educators used a rubric de-
veloped to comport with other STARS
materials to make judgments of a sam-
ple of reading and mathematics assess-
ments. Reliability of ratings was a con-
cern, especially for reading, and partic-
ipants recommended ways in which the
rubric might be revised to improve clar-
ity. Because of reliability concerns, this
article reported the results for mathe-
matics assessments only.

Participants found the rating exer-
cise itself to be good professional devel-
opment. They were enthusiastic about
using the rubric developed for this
study in work with Nebraska teach-
ers to raise assessment literacy and as-
sessment quality statewide, especially
around sufficiency and scoring issues.
Participants felt that further work with
this rubric would help improve local
assessment quality. The quality of lo-
cal district assessments is an essen-
tial part of an accountability system
that relies on locally selected assess-
ments rather than a common state
assessment.
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