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Subject: Board Agenda Item 7 --  US Department of Education Peer Review of Standards and Assessment: Results of Peer Review

Agenda item 7 offers another opportunity to revisit the thrilling subject of Performance Level Descriptors (PLDs).  I believe we should respond to the feds request for a description of grade-level competencies associated with performance levels by submitting exemplars, rather than with descriptors from HumRRO or anyone else.  We also need to write science PLDs that are consistent with the PLDs already approved by the board and submitted to the U.S. Department of Education (ED) and document the involvement of diverse stakeholders in the development of the board-approved PLDs.

Having made that recommendation, I will note that working for the legislature teaches the importance of being able to count votes.  I have detected some willingness to send Washington the descriptive statements prepared by HumRRO.  If you decide to do that, I urge you to make one crucial amendment to the HumRRO language: do not refer to it as Performance Level Descriptors (PLDs).  Call them Summary Performance Descriptors (SPDs), or Student Performance Indicators (SPIs in honor of their sponsor), or Student Achievement Descriptors (SADs in honor of common public reaction to test results).  As long as they are anything but STDs, parents and teachers will not care what we call them.

CDE has indicated that calling the HumRRO language something other than Performance Level Descriptors (PLDs) is acceptable.  If that is true, this issue can be handled expeditiously.

Washington will be agreeable.  Dr. Borden and I discussed this matter with the person responsible for requesting additional descriptors.  We explained the importance of PLDs in our assessment system and the potential for inviting demands to set new performance level cut scores if new PLDs are introduced.  The response from ED was that we may call them what we want.  The desire is to have descriptors that are less unwieldy than the magnificent collection of PLDS already submitted.

You should note that the peer reviewers did not reject or criticize our PLDs.  They said we need science PLDs, asked about 8th-grade math tests, and requested information about the diversity of stakeholders participating in the development of PLDs.  Peer reviewers did not ask for additional descriptors.

Peer reviewers are advisory.  ED calls the shots.  ED staff decided that it would be helpful to supplement the magnificent collection of PLDs approved in May with more concise statements.  This was not done out of malice or hostility to California.  It was done because the magnificent collection of PLDs we submitted has more pages than one of our agendas.  Reading scores from the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) indicate that such lengthy descriptors may surpass the literary proficiency of many who might use them.

We can send the HumRRO material, but do not call those statements Performance Level Descriptors (PLDs).  The board has already approved and delivered a magnificent collection of PLDs.  Presenting a new and less magnificent set of PLDs would be asking for trouble.

Approximately 100 districts and 1,300 schools have entered the embrace of corrective action under No Child Left Behind (NCLB).  Nearly 100 more districts and 900 more schools are poised to join the pioneers within two years.  Those districts and schools, and the thousands more that will follow as we more towards 2013-14, when all children are supposed to be happy and well-educated, have a powerful incentive to modify our state assessment system because test results are the prime determinant of who enters corrective action.  If you anoint new PLDs, watch out.

We could try to insist that a second set of PLDs has no place in setting cut scores, but that would be akin claiming a new number of exemptions for payroll purposes and then informing the IRS that you intend for the change to have no impact on the amount withheld.  It will not work.  Just as exemptions determine withholding, PLDs are the prerequisite for our cut scores.  Anyone who did not know that before certainly has learned that fact as a result of peer review.

Therefore, if you send the HumRRO statements east, insist that any reference to Performance Level Descriptors (PLDs) be deleted, eliminated, and purged.   Approve a new label and weld it to the language we send.

Clarification About What You Are Doing

Although your dedicated staff fought tenaciously to have you approve the PLDs you voted for in May, we are not so fastidious about additional descriptive language if it is acceptable to ED and if it is not called a Performance Level Descriptor (PLD).  The reason is that any abbreviated descriptors are only slightly more useful than the daily horoscope that appears in the newspaper.  I will show you why.

The 2006 English-Language Arts (ELA) California Standards Test (CST) for grade 6 contained 75 questions.  Answering at least 62 questions correctly would have placed you in the Advanced performance level.  A student needed at least 51 correct answers to be Proficient and at least 35 correct answers to be Basic.  These cut points are typical of ELA tests in grades 4-11.  Think about what this means.

You can have two groups of pupils who have achieved the Basic level, and not one question on the test was answered correctly by the members of both groups.  The kids in one group answered 35 questions correctly, and so did the students in the second group, but because there are 75 question on the test, it is possible for one group to answer incorrectly all of the questions answered correctly by the other group.    

How do you write a succinct description of test results that will apply to both groups, unless you record that they spelled their names correctly and answered all questions?  Answer: you cannot do it.

The same problem exists at the Proficient and Advanced levels, but not so dramatically.  Two groups of students could each answer 51 questions correctly.  All the test takers in those two groups missed almost one-third of the questions.  There are 27 questions that everyone in the two groups must have answered correctly, but the remaining 24 questions needed for a score of 51 could be different for each group.

At the Advanced level, all members of two groups would answer correctly the same 49 questions, but the remaining 13 questions answered correctly by one group might have been missed by the other and vice versa.

The preceding examples describe extreme cases to illustrate the difficulty of writing a descriptor that accurately portrays an individual pupil’s achievement.  Anything we send to Washington is an approximation.

Our tests were not designed to yield detailed information about individual pupils.  They are summative, not diagnostic.  At the board subcommittee meeting on September 6, one observer repeatedly declared that our assessment system is “imperfectly designed.”  It is not imperfectly designed.  It was consciously, carefully, and purposefully designed by the State Board and five nationally recognized testing experts to do what it does.   One of those experts, incidentally, is Ed Haertel, the Stanford professor sometimes mentioned by CDE staff.

We would have to ask at least 300 questions for English-Language Arts at each grade level to produce the specific information that some people want from our descriptors.  If a test had 300 questions, it would be too long for individual pupils to complete the entire assessment.  We would have to use matrix sampling, i.e., a class would be divided into groups and each group would be assigned some of the questions.  No individual student would answer 300 questions.  If there were four groups, each student would answer 75 questions.  

Matrix sampling permits a test to survey learning in greater depth and breadth, but it does not produce a score for an individual student because no one would complete the entire test.  The CSTs we do use generate scores for individuals, but they lack the detail of a diagnostic test.  That is why you hear the distinction between what pupils should know and what they do know.  CSTs provide a summary view of an individual’s achievement.  CSTs do not reveal a diagnostic profile of whether a pupil has mastered all standards.  We can be confident about expressing generally what test takers should know because our assessments are aligned with standards, and those standards are descriptive.  The way we have designed our tests leaves us on thin ice when we try to be very detailed about what they do know.

When test results are reported for a student, teachers are given outcomes for reporting clusters, not for individual standards.  If we asked 5-6 questions for each standard, we could supply achievement data for each student by standard.  Then we would have much longer tests that require us to use matrix sampling and prevent us from recording individual scores.  Designing tests is similar to what women face when choosing a husband: no one option is perfect.

HumRRO did the best it could with what it was given.  The problem is that it was not given much.  For 6th-grade English-Language Arts, there were 5 reporting categories (questions are grouped into reporting categories, and these categories are roughly similar our strands that group standards).  Results from 66 test questions were selected to describe performance at four levels: Advanced (17 questions), Proficiency (20), Basic (20), and Below Basic (9).  Far Below Basic was described by extrapolation because no questions satisfied the selection criteria.

With 5 reporting categories (RC) for each performance level, there were 3.4 questions (17 divided by 5) per RC at the Advanced level, 4 questions per RC at the Proficient and Basic levels, and 1.8 question per RC at the Below Basic level.  Five people went into a room and used those questions to write the descriptions presented in HumRRO’s report.

Using 4 questions to divine pupil mastery of a reporting category that might contain 8 standards, doing this for an assessment that changes 50% of its questions each year, and making those changes with new questions that may target a different aspect of the standard being assessed or that may differ in the level of rigor from the question being replaced, is not going to supply very accurate or comprehensive descriptions of pupil mastery.

I know this resurrects a horse we beat to death in May, but it is relevant to the matter at hand.  HumRRO’s product is not negligent or deceitful.  It is just not especially reliable or valid.  The data did not allow more.  

What Will Districts Do?

You have been told that districts need something besides the magnificent set of PLDs approved in May.  They must have additional material to help them describe performance.  That sounds good until you ask yourself what they have been doing for the past five years.  Did they refuse to discuss test results with students?  Did they ignore questions from parents about their children’s academic progress?

Schools have had results by reporting cluster.  They have state standards.  They have creative minds.  Schools have produced their own descriptors.  If they had not, we would have heard about it years ago.

We have been remiss in not supplying exemplars.  They are in the works.  If we had prepared them when we began the regimen of CSTs, we could have sent exemplars to Washington and, maybe, saved ourselves some hate and discontent.  Exemplars will give teachers, pupils, and parents concrete illustrations of what pupils should know.

There is a concern that brief descriptors will divert attention from actual standards, narrow the curriculum, and deny pupils exposure to the full range of state standards.  That is possible, but only if we change our tests to accommodate a narrowing of the curriculum.  If our instructional materials and our tests comprehensively address our standards, anyone who teaches to a narrowed range of standards will be left to brag about the large number of students scoring Below Basic and Far Below Basic.  And that is not much to brag about.

Another possible consequence of brief descriptors is that teachers will concentrate on enough standards to enable students to score Proficient.  In 2007, 57% of the 6th graders scored less than Proficient in English-Language Arts.  If California’s teachers take advantage of brief descriptors by being content to have 100% of their pupils score Proficient, we can deal with that problem when it occurs.  And it cannot occur soon enough.

Recommendation

If you are moved to send the HumRRO words, do not call them Performance Level Descriptors (PLDs).  You have already approved a magnificent collection of PLDs.  And ED did not reject them.  ED asked for more user-friendly descriptions of the competencies associated with the Advanced, Proficient, and Basic achievement levels.  SPDs, SPIs, or SADs are what we should transmit.  One set of PLDs is enough.

Prepared by Roger Magyar
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