State Board of Education

April 17, 2007  Item 5 

Can we determine what students know?
I have received inquiries about what CSTs reveal and about the full HumRRO report.  I apologize for not including the 18 pages of narrative from the full report with what we sent you.  CDE agenda item 5 contains the Executive Summary from the report.  The narrative offers a more extensive explanation of how PLDs were developed.  It also shows how many questions were used for different tests at different grade levels.  Here are the numbers from the report for one test.
6th Grade English language arts (ELA)
The analysis used 4 forms (4 annual editions).  Each form had 75 questions (300 total).   ETS reported that 153 of those 300 questions satisfied the criteria for selecting questions to write PLDs, i.e., at least two-thirds of students answered correctly at the target performance level and more than half answered incorrectly at the next lower level.  From the 153 questions that satisfied the criteria, 66 were selected  for the 5 educators assigned to write PLDs for that grade and subject.  If 66 questions (22%) were used, there were 234 questions (78%) not used.  Those 234 questions all represent standards not included in the analysis.
There were 5 reporting categories (a reporting category is at least the size of a strand; strands contain multiple standards).  There were also 4 performance levels for which PLDs were written.  Allocation of the 66 questions to performance levels was 17 to Advanced, 20 to Proficient, 20 to Basic, and 9 to Below Basic.

The 5 reporting categories apply to each performance level.  There were 20 questions used at the Proficient performance level to write a PLD that applied to 5 reporting categories.  Those 5 reporting categories contain 51 content standards.  Therefore, 20 questions provided the information used to describe proficiency in 51 standards.  At the Advanced level, there were 17 questions used to describe Advanced performance in 51 standards.
Remember: standards can be complex.  One question cannot adequately assess a standard.  Here are 2 of the 6th grade ELA standards.  Reading 3.1: Identify the forms of fiction and describe the major characteristics of each form.  Written and Oral English Language Conventions 1.1: Use simple, compound, and compound-complex sentences; use effective coordination and subordination of ideas to express complete thoughts.  (Fortunately, we only have to approve the tests.  We do not have to answer the questions.)

The purpose of presenting the details for the 6th grade ELA test is to illustrate that empirically based descriptors will not be very helpful if there is not much empirical evidence to use in writing the descriptors.  The method is plausible, but the data are insufficient for the method chosen.

Note: the PLDs recommended by Board staff do not describe every standard, either.  Our descriptors are based on what students should know.  The PLDs recommended by CDE are based on what students do know, but we cannot determine what they know because our tests do not have enough questions.

The reason we are making such a big deal out of this is that PLDs will be used by teachers to plan instruction.  What we send to Washington will sit in a file cabinet.  That does not arouse concern.  What teachers use will influence the content of their lessons.  That arouses concern.  If they are focusing on a subset of the standards to achieve Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP)—and at the Proficient level 20 questions is definitely a subset—teachers will ignore many standards.
A standards-based system says all students are capable of learning the standards.  We do not assign children to knowledge tracks.  That is what leaving no child behind is all about.
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