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STAFF MEMORANDUM

TO:

STATE BOARD OF EDUCATION SUBCOMMITTEE MEMBERS

FROM:
SBE STAFF

DATE:

SEPTEMBER 4, 2007

RE:
Compliance with No Child Left Behind, Title I statewide assessment program peer review requirements
Question(s) Before the Subcommittee
The questions before the subcommittee involve determining California’s approach to compliance with Title I of NCLB’s requirements relating to statewide pupil assessment, and the related and on-going question of how the Board intends communicate to the public about the statewide assessment program.

The State Board of Education is the State Educational Agency for purposes of No Child Left Behind implementation and is the body primarily responsible for statewide assessment policy under the STAR (Standardized Testing and Reporting) program. At the Board’s July 2007 regularly scheduled board meeting, Board President Ken Noonan appointed a subcommittee of Board members to develop an approach to satisfy NCLB’s Title I requirements for a comprehensive statewide assessment system. This subcommittee was formed in response to Board member concerns about the recent decision letter received from the federal government on June 30, 2007. Because certain of the compliance requirements directly relate to the manner in which the Board elects to communicate to the public and stakeholders about the STAR program, the STAR program communication approach should also be considered.

Issue Description
At the Board’s July 2007 meeting, Board President Noonan convened a subcommittee of the Board to develop an approach, in conjunction with the CDE and the Office of the Secretary for Education, to meet the federal requirements for a statewide assessment system. This subcommittee was created following receipt of a decision letter from the ED on June 29, 2007, describing areas in which California remained less than fully compliant with the federal requirements, including performance level descriptors (PLDs). 

Historically, the Board has approached the creation of PLDs with caution. The Board and the CDE have held a firm commitment to the notion that performance of Proficient or higher, on the state’s academic content standards should be the focus of California’s public schools. In the past the Board has been reluctant to adopt additional verbiage in the form of PLDs that would risk shifting focus away from that commitment. NCLB requires, however, that each state have a set of PLDs for its assessment system that distinguish among the three performance levels (Basic, Proficient, and Advanced) for each NCLB-required grade level, subject area test. Thus, the current Board, as the State Educational Agency (SEA) for California, must provide PLDs to the ED that are in addition to the state’s academic content standards.  

Concerns have been expressed that the adoption of PLDs may compromise California’s academic content standards and statewide assessment system by lowering the expectation, either directly or indirectly, that Proficiency or higher is the goal for all of California’s public schools. California’s standards-based system was designed to create rigorous goals for all California students and high expectations for California educators. Proficiency has been California’s goal prior to the passing of the NCLB Act of 2001, and that target has been reinforced by NCLB’s focus on Proficiency.  The Board staff recommends that the Board reinforce the Board and CDE’s long-standing commitment by developing an exemplar-based communications approach that focuses on Proficiency on California’s academic content standards for all students. 

Recommendation

Board staff recommends that the Board subcommittee take the following actions, separating the compliance requirement and the communications approach into two distinct, but related actions.  

I
Compliance

The Board should direct Board staff and CDE staff to provide further information to the U.S. Department of Education (ED) to satisfy the requirements under section 1111(b)(1) of Title I of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB), for a “single statewide system of challenging academic achievement standards applied to all public schools and LEAs” including “descriptions of the content-based competencies associated with each (performance) level.”  

Such further information provided to the ED by Board and CDE staff should include the following:

1. A comprehensive set of exemplar items at the content strand level (i.e. reporting category level) of detail for the basic, proficient, and advanced performance levels for the relevant grade levels in English/Language Arts, mathematics, and science. To meet the English/Language Arts and mathematics content requirements at the high school level, exemplars should be provided for the California High School Exit Exam (CAHSEE).  These exemplar items should be submitted to the Board’s Assessment Review Panels (ARPs) for technical review prior to final submission to this subcommittee and the ED. 

2. A set of narrative descriptions for each grade level for each of the English/Language Arts, mathematics, and science content areas that differentiate among the basic, proficient, and advanced performance levels. To meet the English/Language Arts and mathematics content requirements at the high school level, descriptions should be provided for the California High School Exit Exam (CAHSEE).

3. A description of the process used, including a description of the stakeholders included, in the selection of the exemplar items and the development of the narrative descriptors. 

This information should be developed and submitted to this subcommittee of the full Board for further review and approval as a submission to the ED as soon as possible.  

II
Communications

The Board should direct the STAR testing contractor to continue to work with Board staff, CDE staff, and the Board’s testing liaisons, per the terms of the STAR scope of work, to develop an exemplar-based communication plan for communicating to parents, educators, policy-makers, and taxpayers 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 to parents, educators, policy-makers, and taxpayers in the fall 2007. 

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.  
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