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TO:

Members, California State Board of Education

FROM:
Ted Mitchell, chair, subcommittee of the State Board of Education regarding federal Title I assessment system peer review

DATE:

September 17, 2007

RE:
Report and recommendations of the subcommittee regarding Item 7: U.S. Department of Education Peer Review of Standards and Assessment: Results of Peer Review, on the Board’s September 2007 agenda.  

Introduction and report of subcommittee proceedings
At the Board’s July 2007 meeting, President Noonan appointed a subcommittee of four members of the Board (Yvonne Chan, Ruth Green, David Lopez, and Ted Mitchell-chair) to develop an approach, in conjunction with the CDE and the Office of the Secretary of Education (OSE), to meet the federal Title I requirements for a statewide assessment system. This subcommittee was created following receipt of a decision letter from the U.S. Department of Education on June 29, 2007, describing areas in which California remained less than fully compliant with the federal requirements, including performance level descriptors (PLDs).

The subcommittee met in open session on September 6, 2007, with participation from CDE and OSE, to consider options for responding to findings in the ED’s decision letter of June 29. The subcommittee took testimony from the public and deliberated at length, and ultimately came to a recommendation for the Board (see below), by virtue of a 3-1 majority vote with member Green voting against the recommendation. Prior to the Board’s action, much of the discussion focused on the technical merits of the proposal and the important balance in this matter between federal compliance and appropriate communications to California’s interested public. Also discussed at length was the possible implication of this decision for the future of California’s STAR testing system.

Member Green made an alternative motion to delay submission of the proposed HumRRO-developed descriptors until further expert analysis and guidance could be retained by the Board. Ms. Green raised concerns that this decision would necessitate lowering the cut scores to accommodate descriptors that will reflect only portions of the standards testing in a given year, and questioned whether the HumRRO-proposed descriptors are valid and reliable descriptions of what students are expected to achieve at each given performance level. Ms. Green’s motion failed to receive support by other members of the subcommittee.  

Subcommittee action and recommendation to the full Board

In an effort to satisfy the federal Title I standards and assessment peer review requirements under No Child Left Behind, the subcommittee of the Board recommends to the full Board that the Board take action as follows:

· Submit a cover-letter to the U.S. Department of Education, under joint signature of the Board President, the Superintendent of Public Instruction, and the Secretary of Education, that describes California’s response to the June 29, 2007, peer review findings that will include:
· the HumRRO developed summary-level performance descriptions, as recommended by the California Department of Education (CDE):

· a full set of exemplars that will inform the public. These exemplars will be submitted when they are completed and have been vetted through the appropriate process:
· In order to advance the creation of these exemplars, direct Board and CDE staff, working in conjunction with the state’s STAR contractor, to complete a full set of exemplars for review by the full Board no later than the Board’s regularly-scheduled January 2008 Board meeting: and

· Direct CDE and SBE staff, working with OSE staff, to complete the remainder of the submission, including an explanation of the process undergone to complete the performance descriptions, as required by the federal findings.

At present, much of the recommended staff work has been completed in draft form and is presented to the Board for consideration in conjunction with Item 7 – U.S. Department of Education Peer Review of Standards and Assessment: Results of Peer Review. Included with this Board item you will find a copy of the proposed submission of the performance descriptors, an explanation of the process undergone to develop the descriptors, and a draft of the exemplar materials currently under development that would be submitted in draft form with the final form to follow when complete. Staff has also developed a copy of the submission letter in draft form, the final version of which will be signed by the Board President, the Superintendent, and the Secretary of Education.
The Subcommittee recommends that the Board adopt the submission as proposed, and that the Board direct staff to continue work on the exemplar-based communication plan for submission to the full Board no later than its January 2008 meeting, and sooner if possible. 

The Importance of pursuing the exemplar-based communications plan

All parties acknowledged the need to continue to improve the state’s communications to parents, educators, and the general public regarding our STAR program. The subcommittee felt that no further action was necessary here but believes that it is important for the Board to understand the importance of continued work by Board staff, CDE staff, and the Board’s testing liaisons, per the terms of the STAR scope of work, to develop the exemplar-based communication plan for communicating to the public regarding the STAR testing program. The communication plan should be reviewed by the Board’s Assessment Review Panels (ARPs) and submitted to this subcommittee of the full Board as soon as possible for approval and distribution broadly parents, educators, policy-makers, and taxpayers no later than January 2008, and sooner if possible. When completed, the Subcommittee envisions that this exemplar-based communication plan will become an integral component of the STAR testing system.

The Board should direct Board staff, in conjunction with CDE staff and the Office of the Secretary for Education, to continue to seek methods to effectively communicate meaningful information to parents, educators, policy-makers, taxpayers and other stakeholders about the STAR assessment system.  

Achieving compliance while maintaining our focus on the content standards and proficiency as the goal for all students

A concern has been raised, both historically and currently, about the Board’s potential adoption of anything (PLDs, exemplars, or otherwise) that may be a distraction from the focus on Proficiency on pertinent grade-level content standards as the goal for all California students. In response to those concerns, it is worth noting for the Board that the parties participating in the subcommittee proceedings – the SBE members and staff, the CDE, and OSE – largely agreed that none of this work on PLDs or exemplars is intended to shift the focus from the goal of proficiency on the content standards or to lower the expectations for our public education system. Ms. Green raised a question about whether the HumRRO descriptors could be adopted for federal compliance and also sufficiently isolated to protect the integrity of California’s existing system, especially in regards to instruction. The Board has adopted content standards and instructional programs tied to those standards, and has developed an assessment system aligned directly to the standards with a set of performance levels (e.g. cut scores) that set appropriate expectations for all students. Nothing in this process of approving descriptors should be interpreted as a move away from the standards-based system or minimum expectation of proficiency for all students. 
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