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	SUBJECT:
	U.S. Department of Education Peer Review: including, but not limited to, approval of performance level descriptors


Alignment Study
As required by the U.S. Department of Education (ED) peer review findings (June 2006), an independent alignment study of the California Standards Tests (CSTs) and the California Alternate Performance Assessment (CAPA) was finalized in April 2007. The independent study was conducted by the Human Resources Research Organization (HumRRO) and involved the work of 62 content experts (e.g., teachers, educational consultants, etc). HumRRO concluded that the study provides "confirmation of the content validity of the CSTs and the CAPA for California overall." In addition, the study also states that "California clearly has established a rigorous and coherent assessment system for all students." As with any alignment study of a comprehensive standards and assessment system as used in California, some areas were identified for improvement. Attachment 3 provides the recommendations from the HumRRO alignment study as well as the remedy CDE will be submitting to the ED in response to the alignment study findings. 

The peer review findings also required California to submit remedies for addressing any weaknesses identified in the independent alignment study of the California High School Exit Exam (CAHSEE). This information may also be found in Attachment 3. 
California's alignment study, as well as a plan for addressing any weaknesses found in the assessment system, are scheduled to be reviewed during a May peer review conducted by the ED. CDE will present SBE with the outcome of the peer review, as well as any additional findings at a future SBE meeting.
Given the usefulness of the information gained from the independent alignment study, CDE is seeking a contract amendment for the independent review of the remaining CSTs not covered under the current study (i.e., those CSTs not included in the calculation of annual measurable objectives (AMOs) for determination of adequate yearly progress (AYP)).
Performance Level Descriptors (PLDs)
As a condition of California receiving approval from the ED of its standards and assessment system, California must supply State Board of Education (SBE)-approved PLDs for the CSTs and the California High School Exit Examination (CAHSEE). While compiling evidence for submission to ED for peer review, CDE staff conducted a thorough review of previous SBE items and action. It became evident that the descriptors adopted by the SBE and provided to the local educational agencies (LEAs) (e.g., Advanced performance with respect to the California English-Language Arts Content Standards) would not meet the requirements of descriptors established by ED. While CDE did provide documentation of these one-sentence descriptors approved by the SBE, CDE also submitted to ED that the detail of California's content standards satisfied the descriptor requirement. ED did not accept the evidence submitted as PLDs and therefore CDE, in collaboration with SBE staff, released a request for proposals that included the development of PLDs. 
Given that California already has established performance levels (cut scores) for both the CSTs and the CAHSEE, HumRRO recommended an empirical approach to develop PLDs. After approval of policy definitions by the SBE in November 2006, CDE and SBE staff met with stakeholders regarding the policy definitions and the PLD development process. The stakeholders, including representatives from the California School Boards Association and the Association of California School Administrators, endorsed the policy definitions and the empirical approach to develop PLDs.

The first step of the PLD development process involved the analysis of data across several test forms to identify items that students at a particular performance level (e.g., proficient) typically answered correctly and that students at the next lower performance level (e.g., basic) typically could not answer correctly. The development of these item maps based on the actual performance levels ensured that the PLDs reflected the performance standards adopted by the SBE for both the CAHSEE and the CSTs. 
The next step in the process involved the review of the policy definitions and item maps by a panel of experts. CDE and SBE staff approved 33 individuals, consisting of California teachers and curriculum experts, to participate on the panel. The number of items used in the panel for each test was similar to the number included in an operational form, which was also the number of items used in previous workshops to set the actual cut scores. These panel members extracted the knowledge and skills required to answer the items correctly. Lastly, Educational Testing Service (ETS) compiled the knowledge and skills identified by the curriculum experts into summaries to further refine the descriptions. 
The entire PLD development process was fashioned in a way to ensure the PLDs provided information on what most students' actually know and can do as indicated by the actual data. This empirical approach provides evidence of the validity of the PLDs that can be submitted for peer review. If at any time the SBE determines a need for a new standard setting on any of the assessments in this project, it might be appropriate for the policy definitions to be modified at that time to reflect what students' should know and be able to do. Those modified policy definitions could then be used to establish new cut-points and modified PLDs supported by empirical evidence that reflects what most students' know and can do.
The CDE recommends that the State Board of Education approve the summary level descriptors as the performance level descriptors for the CSTs and the CAHSEE to be submitted for the peer review. The SBE-approved PLDs may then be submitted to the ED as required by the results of the original peer review. Also, CDE recommends that the PLDs for science, grades eight and ten be approved as draft. These PLDs are based on relatively new assessments. CDE recommends that the contract with HumRRO be amended to allow for additional review and adjustment of the grade eight and ten science PLDs when additional item performance data are available. 

The CDE has drafted a sample document (Attachment 4) that could be used in communicating PLDs and exemplars to educators, parents, policy-makers, and the general public that also satisfies the requirement of Education Code Section 60602. Education Code Section 60602 requires an open and transparent assessment system: 

It is the intent of the Legislature, insofar as is practically feasible and following the completion of annual testing, that the content, test structure, and test items in the assessments that are part of the Standardized Testing and Reporting Program become open and transparent to teachers, parents, and pupils, to assist all the stakeholders in working together to demonstrate improvement in pupil academic achievement.  

This sample document (Attachment 4) combines the content standards, performance level descriptors, and exemplars into a single communication document. Once the SBE approves PLDs, the test contractor (ETS) may begin work on using the PLDs and exemplars to create a comprehensive communication document similar to the attached sample. 
ATTACHMENT(S)

Attachment 3: Alignment Study and Findings and CDE's Plan for Addressing Recommendations (5 Pages)

Attachment 4: Sample – Communicating Grade 4 Mathematics Standards Test Results (29 Pages)
Alignment Study Findings and 

CDE's Plan for Addressing Recommendations
Please note that the following recommendationsare taken verbatim from the HumRRO report entitled: Independent Evaluation of the Alignment of the California Standards Tests (CSTs) and the California Alternate Performance Assessment (CAPA).

Recommendations for the California Standards Tests (CSTs) and California Content Standards

1. Review the cognitive requirements (depth-of-knowledge) of the assessment items and the content standards to establish greater consistency. This recommendation pertains to English-language arts (ELA) Grade 6 and 8; math Grades 2 and 7; the general math test; all three integrated math tests; and, all three history-social science tests. Increasing depth-of-knowledge consistency can be accomplished by modifying existing operational items and/or by modifying content expectations of the standards. Given that the content standards underwent thorough review prior to Board approval, working with the test contractor to bring the current operational items more in line with the standards is a reasonable course of action. Furthermore, while modifying the content standards may be appropriate in some cases, California should be cautious about reducing the cognitive demands of its content expectations. If California does choose to revise the content standards at some point, it may be worthwhile to evaluate the content standards of other states whose assessment systems have been approved by the USDE to compare cognitive expectations. Alternatively, CDE and SBE could examine the structure of the content frameworks for the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). A number of states (e.g., Georgia, Kentucky, Missouri) have revised their content standards to model the NAEP content frameworks successfully.

CDE's Plan
Under the direction of the CDE, the test developer will transition from the use of various cognitive taxonomies to Webb's depth-of-knowledge (DOK) taxonomy. The test developer will integrate the DOK information gathered during item development and confirmed by content review panels in the item development and review process. The test developer will consider the availability of items by DOK and content strand when developing future item development plans to ensure sufficient coverage of higher-order items. 

2. Expand the content coverage on the assessments to match the breadth of the content expectations in California Content Standards. This recommendation pertains to the mathematics tests for Grades 2 through 5, the integrated math tests, and the history-social science tests. In evaluating the test blueprints, the narrow range of content coverage seems to stem from the limited number of items targeted for assessment in the first place. Necessarily, standardized assessments must limit the total number of items included on a single test form. Thus, HumRRO does not expect CDE and the test developer to lengthen the test to increase content coverage. Instead, several strategies working within the existing test forms may be possible: (a) redistribute items to increase content coverage on some standards; (b) consider whether some content is appropriate for standardized assessment or could be assessed in the classroom; or (c) consider modifying or merging related content objectives to increase the number of items targeting a given content area. 

CDE's Plan
CDE, in collaboration with SBE staff and the assessment review panels, will review the current test blueprints for all CSTs to determine if merging some reporting categories might serve to better represent the breadth of the content expectations of California's content standards. 

Recommendations for the CAPA and the Alternate Content Standards

HumRRO recommends that CDE and SBE consider the following recommendations for the CAPA based on the outcomes of the alignment review and analyses:

1. Review the appropriateness of the number of content objectives for the alternate standards. One of the challenges of alternate assessments and standards is condensing and modifying the content expectations developed for the regular assessment to more appropriately evaluate special needs students. At the same time, the alternate assessment should not be reduced to the extent that the expectations are entirely different from those laid out for the regular assessment. California appears to have made good progress on achieving this goal by including a reasonable set of content expectations linked to the full content standards. However, it may be the case that further review is necessary to consider the quantity of content objectives currently in place, particularly for ELA Levels I and II and Math Levels II and III. 

CDE's Plan

CDE, in collaboration with SBE staff and the assessment review panels, will review the CAPA blueprints for ELA Levels I and II and Math Levels II and III to determine if the number of content standards on the blueprint is appropriate. In addition, it will be determined if the performance tasks would be more appropriately aligned to several content standards instead of a single standard.

2. Review the cognitive requirements (depth-of-knowledge) of the performance tasks and the alternate standards to establish greater consistency. This recommendation applies specifically to ELA Level I (Reading and Listening/Speaking) and Math Level I (Statistics, Probability, and Data Analysis). Both the new performance tasks and the standards should be evaluated together to determine the appropriate degree of content expectations for students at this level. 

CDE's Plan
CDE, in collaboration with the assessment review panels, will review the CAPA performance tasks for cognitive complexity. In addition, the test developer will conduct targeted item development to address any gaps in cognitive complexity.

Recommendations for the CSTs and Performance Levels 

Coverage of the performance levels by test items was generally good for each of the CSTs, particularly for the Proficient and Basic categories. A few areas may benefit from further improvements, however. Some specific suggestions include:

1. Review the assessments for Grade 8 science and Integrated Mathematics III for test accuracy due to larger standard errors of measurement. To ensure that these tests measure student performance as accurately as possible, CDE should consider whether the present criteria established for the performance levels are appropriate. Two approaches may be useful in making this decision. First, the newly developed performance level descriptors (Wise et al., 2007) could be used to target item development to each performance level more distinctly. Alternatively, stricter standards might be established for test accuracy curves generated from field test information when new test forms are assembled.

CDE's Plan

In response to this finding and a small number of students that participate in the Integrated Math III assessment, CDE and the SBE may wish to consider the elimination of the assessment. The larger standard errors for the Grade 8 science CST seem directly related to the difficulty of the test items. This issue may be a function of the newness of the assessment and the relatively small number of items that were available from which to build an assessment. In the future, the test developer will conduct targeted item development to ensure appropriate coverage of the range of performance the test is intended to measure.

2. Review the number of items assigned to Far Below Basic and Below Basic to distinguish between these performance levels more clearly for each subject area. Currently, many of the tests include a limited number of items not only at the Far Below Basic level but also at the Below Basic level. If these distinctions should be retained, assigning more items, at least to the Below Basic level, would be helpful to more accurately determine student performance at this level. 

CDE's Plan

Under the direction of the CDE, the test developer will review the test specifications to determine if the number of item targets by performance level may need to be adjusted to more accurately represent the range of performance the test intends to measure.

3. Examine the number of items assigned to the Advanced level for ELA, math, and science. Some grades and subject areas also include a limited number of items assigned to assess performance at the Advanced level. For ELA Grade 3 and for math Grade 4, the number of items assigned to the Advanced level is limited. For science Grades 8 and 10, Integrated Mathematics II and III, and for Algebra I, some items also appear to assess student knowledge beyond the Advanced level. Again, the new performance level descriptors might be used to improve the targeting of items to this performance level.

CDE's Plan

Under the direction of the CDE, the test developer will review the test specifications to determine if the number of item targets by performance level may need to be adjusted to more accurately represent the range of performance the test intends to measure.

Please note that the following recommendations are taken verbatim from the HumRRO report entitled: Independent Evaluation of the California High School Exit Examination (CAHSEE): 2005 Evaluation Report.
Recommendations for the CAHSEE

As Table 2.22 demonstrates, alignment levels for both content areas were similar. For mathematics, the core items covered the breadth and depth of the content expectations in the standards to a very high degree. For English-language arts (ELA), the ELA reviewers found that the core items represented the breadth of those standards to a high degree, while the items matched the depth of the content standards to a modest degree.

Table 2.22 Degree of Alignment Between Core CAHSEE Test Items and Relevant California Academic Content Standards for Math and ELA

	Content Area
	Alignment Criteria

	
	Categorical Concurrence
	Depth of Knowledge Consistency
	Range of Knowledge Correspondence
	Balance of Representation

	ELA
	Highly Aligned
	Partially Aligned
	Highly Aligned
	Highly Aligned

	Math
	Highly Aligned
	Fully Aligned
	Highly Aligned
	Fully Aligned


CDE's Plan
CDE and ETS is in the process of implementing a plan to address depth of knowledge gaps identified by the CAHSEE independent evaluator. In general, the plan involves transitioning from the use of Bloom's Taxonomy to the use of Webb's depth of knowledge rating and integrating that information in the item development and review process.

1. Amend item specifications to transition to Webb's depth of knowledge taxonomy

2. Train item developers and item content review panels on the assignment of depth of knowledge ratings. 

3. ETS item developers will assign depth of knowledge ratings to new CAHSEE items prior to CDE and external reviews.

4. CAHSEE item content review panels will review depth of knowledge ratings.

5. Following item content reviews, ETS will report the distribution of depth of knowledge ratings of the approved items by content strand.

6. ETS and CDE will consider the availability of items by depth of knowledge rating and content strand when developing future item development plans to ensure sufficient coverage of higher-level items.

7. Store depth-of-knowledge ratings in the CAHSEE item bank.
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