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STAFF MEMORANDUM

TO:

STATE BOARD OF EDUCATION MEMBERS

FROM:
SBE STAFF

DATE:

May 7, 2007
RE:
BOARD ITEM #9 – U.S. Department of Education Peer Review: including, but not limited to, approval of performance level descriptors
On Wednesday, May 9, you will be asked to vote for a set of performance level descriptors (PLDs) that we will send to the U.S. Department of Education (ED) to satisfy a request from peers who reviewed our assessment system.

Options

You have a choice between two sets of PLDs.

One set incorporates the method approved by the State Board in 1999 and 2000. It combines descriptive statements of proficiency with strands from our state academic content standards.  These PLDs express what a student should know if he/she scores at the Advanced, Proficient, Basic, or Below Basic level of performance.  The State Board employed these PLDs to set cut scores for the performance levels of our California Standards Tests (CSTs).  California’s use of this method copied the process utilized since 1992 by the National Assessment Governing Board (NAGB), the policy-making body for the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP).  This work will be explained at the Board meeting by Dr. Mary Lyn Bourque, former chief psychometrician at NAEP.  PLDs of this type are being used today by NAEP.  

The second set of PLDs results from the creation of anchor levels (ALs).  These ALs are developed by examining actual test results to identify questions correctly answered by a specified majority, e.g., 66%, of students qualifying for a given performance level and incorrectly answered by the majority of pupils whose test scores places them at the next lower level.  These PLDs express what a student does know based on analysis of the questions identified as satisfying the selection criteria for each performance level.

Process
The second set of PLDs, which is the one proposed by CDE for Board adoption, is the product of a study conducted by HumRRO in accordance with a contract developed by CDE and approved by the Board.  This process has been cited as an important justification for accepting the PLDs proposed by CDE.  If the board had known that the proposed contract would use a method that is inconsistent with previous Board action, it is unlikely that the contract would have been approved as written.  CDE made no effort to discuss PLDs or explain previous Board actions regarding approval and use of PLDs, despite the fact that CDE knew the Board had approved PLDs. 

The fact that Board PLDs were submitted as part of federal peer review last year leaves no doubt that CDE knew the previous Board had approved PLDs.  Unfortunately, the submitted PLDs were presented with so little enthusiasm or explanation that it appears the intention was to have them rejected.  CDE justifies its indifferent treatment of Board PLDs by citing the lack of detail in Board minutes from years ago.  It is true that Board records are not complete even though they do provide a clear trail.  The scarce history could have been supplemented easily, however, because a number of people who were directly involved in developing and approving PLDs are still breathing, but CDE made no attempt to contact them.

Following rejection of our PLDs by the federal peer review panel, CDE designed a process for producing PLDs that made no allowance for previous Board actions.  In fact, it ignored what had been done.  The absence of any mention of the Board’s use of PLDs or of the different approaches to creating PLDs exhibited a lack of deference to the policy-making body of the department.  Board members should not feel guilty about preferring the Board-endorsed PLDs to the anchor level models.  Members did not have the history necessary to make an informed decision about the process of contracting with HumRRO, and, unfortunately, six months ago, inexperienced, but dedicated, Board staff did not know enough to understand or resist the CDE agenda.

Exemplars

Although our immediate concern is satisfying the federal requirement for PLDs, we also need to improve communication with teachers, parents, and pupils about what test results mean.  No formulation of PLDs can be of much assistance in satisfying the communication need because, by their nature, they lack specificity.  The solution to this problem is the preparation of exemplars, which are released test questions that serve to demonstrate the kinds of knowledge and skills that the test taker must possess in order to achieve a given performance level.  As illustrated in the paper prepared by Dr. Mary Lyn Bourque, exemplars provide both content information, in the form of a question and correct answer, and performance information, in the form of percentages showing the proportion of pupils in each performance level who answered the question correctly.

Gary has already contacted the Education Testing Service (ETS), our contractor for CSTs, about developing a process to prepare exemplars each year using test questions that are released to the public.  We expect to report success in this effort at the July meeting.

Attachments

The accompanying papers by Dr. Mary Lyn Bourque and Board staff discuss the pros and cons of the two sets of PLDs proposed for your approval.  HumRRO is a respected contractor that did a professional job in circumstances where a lack of time and insufficient data introduced unavoidable analytical weaknesses into the anchor level PLDs.  These analytical problems combined with the conceptual differences between the PLDs proposed by CDE and those preferred by Board staff have formed our recommendation.  In addition, we believe the fact that a previous State Board adopted and used the method we advocate is a compelling precedent.

Board Staff PLDs 

In 1999, the State Board approved PLDs to establish performance standards (cut scores) for English-language arts (ELA).  These PLDs combined a descriptor associated with each performance level, e.g., Advanced: The student’s performance demonstrates comprehensive mastery of…, with the academic content strands for each grade level.  Content strands group categories of standards.  Some of the Grade 2 ELA strands are Word Analysis, Fluency, and Systematic Vocabulary Development; Reading Comprehension; Literary Response and Analysis; and Writing Strategies.

The ELA PLDs prepared for approval in 1999 by Harcourt Educational Measurement, contain strands that in most cases are exactly the same as the strands appearing in the official Board-adopted ELA content standards, but in some instances, there is a difference between the language prepared by Harcourt and the adopted state strand.  Here is an example for grade 2 ELA.

Harcourt – Writing Strategies: Students recognize clear and coherent sentences that develop a central idea.  They demonstrate an understanding of audience and purpose.

Adopted Strand – Writing Strategies: Students write clear and coherent sentences and paragraphs that develop a central idea.  Their writing shows they consider the audience and purpose.  Students progress through the stages of the writing process (e.g., prewriting, drafting, revising, editing successive versions).

For consistency, clarity, and caution, we have combined the language of the adopted strands with the descriptors.  Where there is a difference between the Harcourt language and the adopted stand, we use the adopted strand.  Board action on PLDs at this May meeting is a new Board decision.  Whatever language you adopt receives your seal of approval.  Therefore, there is no good reason to waste time trying to reconcile differences between Harcourt language and adopted strands.  Official state content strands are recommended for use in the official state PLDs.

The Board record indicates that PLDs developed using the method described for ELA would establish cut scores for math, history/social science, and end-of-course science tests.  Therefore, the PLDs we have prepared for math, history/social science, and end-of-course science assessments combine descriptors with content strands for each grade level as they did for ELA.

Science PLDs for grades 5, 8, and 10 present a different situation.  ETS prepared PLDs before setting cut scores for the performance levels on grade 8 and 10 tests.  These PLDs were not seen or approved by the Board.  PLDs were not prepared for grade 5.  Therefore, we recommend that ETS be asked to reconvene a subgroup of the standards setting panels used to establish cut scores for grades 8 and 10, and have those panels review, refine as needed, and format PLDs for submission to the Board.  Dr. Charles Munger, who has extensive involvement with development of state science standards and science tests, will discuss suggested refinements at the Board meeting.  We also want ETS to reconvene a subgroup of the standards setting panel for the grade 5 test, and have that panel write PLDs for grade 5.  For each of grades 5, 8, and 10, the panels would prepare the PLDs with descriptors and academic content statements in the manner previously approved by the State Board.

Recommendation

Approve the English-language arts, math, history/social science, and science, for end-of-course exams, PLDs prepared by Board staff to be consistent with previous State Board actions.  Direct ETS to have a subgroup of its standards setting panels, using a process consistent the method previously approved by the Board for preparing PLDs, refine and format the existing descriptors for grade 8 and 10 PLDs, and develop grade 5 PLDs.  PLDs for grades 5, 8, and 10 will be returned to the Board for approval at the November meeting.  (Science test results will not be included in NCLB calculations until 2008.  Consequently, we have more time for these PLDs.)

In addition, direct Board staff, in concert with CDE and ETS, to develop a process to produce exemplars annually using CST test questions that are released to the public.

Contact Person: Roger Magyar
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