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STAFF MEMORANDUM

TO:

STATE BOARD OF EDUCATION MEMBERS

FROM:
SBE STAFF

DATE:

April 17, 2007, resent April 30, 2007
RE:
BOARD ITEM #5 – U.S. Department of Education Peer Review:  Including, but not limited to, performance level descriptors
Issue 
In the spring and summer 2006, the U.S. Department of Education reviewed California’s standards and assessment system through a peer review process under Title I of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, as amended by the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB).  One of the primary findings of the peer review was that California needed to provide performance level descriptors (PLDs) that differentiate among three levels of performance (Basic, Proficient, and Advanced) for mathematics, English language arts, and science.  The final peer review is scheduled for the latter half of May.  At the latest, we need to respond soon after the Board’s meeting on May 9-10. If you do not feel comfortable taking action on this item by the conclusion of Tuesday’s discussion, you may ponder the issue for 3 more weeks and vote in May.  The potential penalty for failing to comply with this requirement is withholding of 15 percent of California’s Title I, Part A administrative funds.   
We are required to demonstrate evidence of “descriptions of the content-based competencies associated with each level.”  (peer review guidance, pg. 14.  See also Critical Element 2.3(b), pg. 19)  To meet this requirement, the guidance lists as acceptable evidence, “The State has formally approved/adopted academic achievement standards that comprise three (or more) levels of achievement, each of which is associated with a description of the competencies expected of each required grade or grade range in high school and delineated by specific scores on the aligned assessment.”  (Critical Element 2.3, Examples of Acceptable Evidence, underlining added by SBE staff)
  

In addition to the federal requirement that each state have PLDs for the assessments that are used for NCLB compliance, California Education Code section 60605.5 requires the Board to adopt PLDs as part of the STAR program by November 15, 2001.  Although the State Board adopted PLDs for English language arts in 1999 and for math in 2000, those PLDs were not submitted to Washington then.   
What is a Performance Level Descriptor?

Performance level descriptors are narrative descriptions of performance levels.  They describe what students should know and be able to do at each of the performance levels.  California uses five performance levels for our California Standards Tests (CSTs): Far Below Basic, Below Basic, Basic, Proficient, and Advanced.  NCLB requires PLDs for each grade level for each assessment that is used for NCLB accountability.
The primary purpose of PLDs is to assist with the determination of cut scores when an assessment is initially created.  Cut scores are the numerical test results that a pupil must achieve to qualify for a given performance level.  For example, CST scores range between 150 and 600.  The cut score for the Basic performance level is 300 and for Proficient it is 350.   
California’s STAR (Standardized Testing and Reporting) Program

There are now 4 assessment instruments used in STAR. Three have been administered in grades 2-11, but 2007 is the last year for testing in grade 2 unless statute is amended.  Those 3 are the California Standards Tests (a standards-based assessment administered in grades 2-11 for English language arts; 2-11 for math; 8,10,11 for history-social science; and 5,8,10 for all pupils in science and 9-11 for end-of-course science tests); California Alternate Performance Assessment [CAPA] (based on a subset of state standards for pupils with significant cognitive disabilities);  Aprenda 3 (a norm-referenced test in Spanish prepared by Harcourt Assessment) and the new Standards-Based Test in Spanish [STS] for pupils who have been enrolled in U.S. schools for fewer than 12 months or who receive instruction in Spanish (Aprenda 3 is being phased out, STS is being phased in); pupils who complete Aprenda 3 also are administered the CSTs in English.  The fourth instrument is the California Achievement Tests, 6th edition (a norm-reference assessment sold by CTB/McGraw; it is administered in grades 3 and 7).  The board is contemplating the California Modified Assessment (CMA) as a fifth component of STAR.
CSTs are essential for making standards-based curriculum a reality.  Use of California’s academic content standards is voluntary for school districts.  That supposed deference to local control enabled the Legislature and Governor to avoid an expensive reimbursable state mandate.  Alignment with content standards is required for instructional materials.  That alignment is a requirement for spending categorical funds appropriated to purchase instructional materials, which also avoids a reimbursable mandate.  But embedding standards in textbooks is not sufficient to ensure that standards-aligned curriculum will actually be taught.  What puts teeth in the system is state testing.
CSTs are aligned with state standards.  CSTs impose accountability.  They measure the output of a school system that otherwise is free to stipulate its quality by focusing on inputs (funding, credentials, salaries, class size, facilities, etc.)  Anything that detracts from a focus on what students should learn, i.e., standards, undermines the purpose and function of our standards-based school system.  PLDs describe what students should know and be able to do at each of the performance levels.  That is why they are used to establish cut scores.  If PLDs describe what students do know, instead of what they should know, they divert attention from the objective of mastering state content standards.
Two Views of Testing

California’s CSTs have been designed to assess what pupils should be taught, i.e., our standards-based curriculum.  An alternative view is that tests should assess what pupils are taught.  In an ideal world, what students should be taught and what they are taught will be the same.  In the world we live in, what should be taught and what is taught often differ.  To the extent that we allow what is taught to deviate from what should be taught, we undermine our content standards. Therefore, it is crucial that all elements of our testing program be harmonized to focus on what should be taught.
Board Staff Recommendation
State Board staff recommend that the PLDs adopted by the Board in 1999 for English language arts and in 2000 for math, as reformatted by Board staff, be submitted to the U.S. Department of Education.  In 1999 and 2000, the Board adopted PLDs that placed the content strands at the top of the page with the expected level of mastery of those strands appearing separately at the bottom of the page.  Board staff have reformatted the PLDs to integrate the statements of mastery with the strands.  These PLD s are based on what pupils should know. [Terminology: for each domain of instruction, e.g., math, history, science, state content standards are group into strands.   These strands represent the major categories of content within each domain.  The HumRRO report refers to reporting categories.  These reporting categories are always at least as large as a strand.  Sometimes they include more than a single strand.]

For science, PLDs were created for the grades 8 and 10 science tests by the Educational Testing Service (ETS) as part of efforts to establish cut scores in February, 2006.  These PLDs were based on science content standards, rather than selected items from the tests themselves.  These science descriptors were not approved by the Board, but the process that employed them was authorized by Board action.  Failure to approve these descriptors is an unfortunate result of staff and member turnover with its consequent loss of history and attendant inexperience with the issue.  The ETS February, 2006, descriptors appear to be suitable for reformatting in a manner similar to what we have done with English language arts and math.  The descriptors used in 2004 to set cut scores for grade 5 science will also be reformatted.  We recommend that we pursue this course of action over the next three weeks and bring science PLDs to the Board for action at the May 9 meeting.
Board-Adopted PLDs Previously Submitted

In 2006, CDE submitted documentation to the U.S. Department of Education, as part of peer review, that focused on the performance standards setting process and referred only indirectly to the PLDs adopted by the Board in 1999 and 2000. Furthermore, the materials submitted omitted any reference to the Board’s explicit intent to imitate the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) by writing PLDs that describe what students should know and be able to do, and then use those PLDs to establish performance standards. The Board rejected the notion of developing PLDs following performance standard setting because it believed the PLDs should reflect California’s expectations for its students.
No one should assume that failure of a peer review committee to accept the fragment of California’s PLDs offered last year is an omen of rejection for this year if the complete PLDs are presented and accompanied with documentation of Board approval and of the rationale and procedures used to create the PLDs.
Reasons for Recommendation
Board staff believe their recommendation is justified for 3 reasons.

1. As the HumRRO report makes very explicit, the PLDs recommended by CDE attempt to describe what pupils at each performance level do know, not what they should know.  This is a defect that threatens to undermine state content standards by shifting attention from standards, in general, to a subset of the standards reflected in CDE’s PLDs that are based on what students do know.  Those PLDs are describing test questions, not standards.  Teachers, parents, and pupils will conclude that they should concentrate on what those PLDs describe as  Advanced, Proficient, Basic, or Below Basic content.  Increasing achievement requires us to focus on what students should know.
2. There are good reasons (discussed below) to doubt that our CSTs permit us to measure what pupils do know.   PLDs based on what students should know do not suffer the technical weaknesses of the CDE descriptors.  They also affirm previous Board action.
3. Federal guidelines, quoted on page 1, refer to PLDs as “a description of competencies expected.” (emphasis added)  The recommended PLDs satisfy this condition.  They describe what students should know. Those PLDs can be used by teachers to guide instruction and by parents and pupils to evaluate academic progress.  CDE’s rendition of PLDs should not be used for those purposes if we intend to maintain fidelity to our standards.
Before explaining the doubts about whether CDE’s recommended PLDs accurately describe what students know, the efforts of HumRRO deserve a comment.  HumRRO is a nationwide consulting firm whose professional competence has been demonstrated in a series of reports evaluating development and administration of the California High School Exit Exam (CAHSEE).  The invitation extended by CDE for someone to conduct a standards-alignment study of our tests and prepare PLDs was so appealing that HumRRO was the only firm that returned a proposal.  There was not much time to do the work, although HumRRO undoubtedly was able to benefit from considerable guidance supplied by CDE.  Apparently, little or no information was available about the PLDs already adopted by the Board.  Board staff share responsibility for this oversight. Under the circumstances, HumRRO did a respectable job of devising a process for producing PLDs, but process could not overcome data limitations and other deficiencies.  Writing PLDs after performance levels have been established is the wrong sequence.  Trying to describe what pupils do know when they are enrolled in curriculum designed to provide what they should know is the wrong approach.  Nevertheless, HumRRO deserves credit for faithfully fulfilling its contract and for publishing a detailed and informative report of its activities.
What Pupils Do Know is Difficult to Determine
CDE’s proposed PLDs attempt to describe what pupils do know, rather than what they should know, but our tests are not intended to communicate information for that purpose.  Our CSTs are not diagnostic.  They are summative and are intended to assess general mastery of grade level content standards by the pupil population.  Rather than report detailed data about particular content, CSTs offer a more general impression about how students are progressing in their efforts to master state content standards.  This is useful for monitoring performance and confirming that instruction is standards-based.  Our tests do not have the depth of coverage to make precise decisions about the performance or instructional needs of individual students.
For example, tests contain 60-75 questions.  Although the number of standards vary, there are usually 45-50 content standards per subject at each grade level.  You can see that it is not possible to ask many questions about a given standard.  The picture is further complicated by the fact that individual content standards may have several facets.  Individual test questions can survey one of those facets, but not all.  This means that a test is unlikely to assess the full range of a single standard.  And even if it did, no more than one or two questions could be devoted to that single standard.  Our tests do not have enough questions to draw a complete picture of what individual students know.
From one year to the next, the overall level of difficulty of a test form remains substantially unchanged from previous years.  (Each year we use a different form of the test.)  However, while the rigor of the form is generally maintained, the level of difficulty of individual questions written for a standard varies.  PLDs based on easy questions about a particular standard will be misleading in years when questions for that standard are difficult.  PLDs based on difficult questions will be misleading in years when questions are easy.  Fifty percent of the questions in a test form are replaced each year.  Half of those removed are released to the public.  The other half return to the test question inventory for possible use starting a year later.
HumRRO’s procedure relied on 21 teachers, 6 education consultants, 3 curriculum specialists, and 3 district coordinators to prepare the PLDs that CDE is recommending.  They worked in teams of 5 people for English language arts, 3 for history/social science, 6 for science, and 4 for most math tests.   These teams had about 13-14 test questions per reporting category (reporting categories are at least as large as a strand) and 4-5 reporting categories for each subject tested at each grade level for English language arts and math.  History/social science and science had fewer test questions because they are newer tests.  Unlike the PLDs adopted by the Board, the ones from CDE were not created in a public process.  And they have not been reviewed by an Assessment Review Panel.
All of this means that 2-4 questions per reporting category, or 10-20 per performance level, were used to describe what pupils know at the Advanced, Proficient, and Basic performance levels for English language arts and math.  Fewer questions were usually available for Below Basic PLDs.  When you consider the small number of questions used to reveal what students know and the weaknesses of this data previously discussed, you can understand that determining what pupils do know is difficult.
This sharpens the contrast between what students should know and what they do know.  The content standards and strands tell us what they should know.  It is not a matter of interpretation or statistical inference.  What students do know is uncertain, primarily because our tests were designed to produce an aggregate picture of the student population, not in-depth information for individual students.
What About the Questions Omitted
The process used to write CDE’s PLDs excluded 70%-85% of test questions, depending on the test, because they did not satisfy the selection criteria, i.e., at least two-thirds of test takers answered the question correctly at a given performance level and more than half answered that same question incorrectly at the next lower level, or because they satisfied the criteria but were not selected for use in writing PLDs  The knowledge and academic skills represented by those omitted questions were thereby eliminated from inclusion in PLDs that used test results to express what students do know.  If we assume that the large majority of questions represent the large majority of content standards, the method of selecting test questions cannot avoid restricting those PLDs to descriptions of a significantly reduced subset of the curriculum that should be taught.  It is possible that for some tests at some grade levels there were 0 or 1 or 2 questions for a reporting category.  This would mean that the standards in that reporting category were virtually ignored.  Teachers who use those PLDs for guidance in developing lesson plans will shortchange their pupils by failing to expose them to the full curriculum.  This prospect justifies a preference for PLDs that describe what learners should know.
Conclusion

In a standards-based curriculum, it makes sense for PLDs to reflect what pupils should know.  The U.S. Department of Education has approved use of that approach for other states, e.g., Texas, Oklahoma, and federal guidance has indicated that a PLD is “a description of competencies expected.”  We should not base PLDs on something else because deviating from what pupils should know reduces our focus on standards-based education.  This fact and the weaknesses of using tests with 60-75 questions for 45-50 standards to form conclusions about what students appear to know make a convincing case for sending the U.S. Department of Education the PLDs for English language arts and math adopted by the State Board of Education in 1999 and 2000, and for preparing and adopting science PLDs that share a design similar to those for English language arts and math.
SBE Staff Contact Persons
Roger Magyar and Gary Borden

� The peer review guidance for this section 2 references Section 111(b)(1) of the NCLB Act and Section 200.1(c)(ii)(B) of the regulations implementing NCLB (34 CFR 200.1) which requires “Descriptions of the competencies associated with each achievement level.”  
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