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SUMMARY OF THE ISSUE(S)

This item seeks the approval of studies to be undertaken for the independent evaluation of the California Assessment of Student Performance and Progress (CAASPP) System as required by California Education Code (EC) Section 60649. The California Department of Education (CDE) shall develop a three-year plan of activities, with the approval of the State Board of Education (SBE), supporting the continuous improvement of the assessments developed and administered pursuant to EC Section 60640.
RECOMMENDATION
The CDE recommends that the SBE approve the plan for the independent evaluation of the CAASPP System prepared by the CDE and the independent evaluator.
BRIEF HISTORY OF KEY ISSUES
The law establishing the CAASPP System included a requirement for an independent evaluation. The evaluation is defined in EC Section 60649. The purpose of the plan is to support the continuous improvement of the assessments developed and administered pursuant to EC Section 60640. The law requires the plan to include a process for obtaining independent, objective technical advice and consultation on activities to be undertaken. The law allows for a variety of internal and external studies such as validity studies, alignment studies, and studies evaluating test fairness, testing accommodations, testing policies, reporting procedures, and consequential validity studies specific to pupil populations such as English learners and pupils with disabilities. 
The interim annual reports and the final report on the activities and analysis of the three-year evaluation must include, but is not limited to, recommendations to ensure the  quality, fairness, validity, and reliability of the assessments. The law does not allow the CDE to contract for studies that duplicate studies conducted as part of a federal peer review process or studies conducted by any assessment contractor. The California Assessment of Student Performance and Progress Independent Evaluation Study Plan is attached.
The CDE developed a Request for Proposal for an independent evaluation contractor and has completed the proposal review process. The Human Resource Research Organization (HumRRO) was selected as the contractor. Working with the CAASPP contractor, the Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium, SBE liaison and staff, and CDE assessment staff, HumRRO produced a plan for studies to be conducted. The independent contractor began work in July 2015. 
Additionally, several studies are being conducted through the independent evaluation of the California High School Exit Examination (CAHSEE) to develop recommendations related to the potential use of Smarter Balanced assessments for informing graduation decisions. The  studies include a review of past evaluation work on the impacts of the exit examination, stakeholder data collection, and analysis of the relationship of the CAHSEE to the current grade eight and grade eleven Smarter Balanced assessments.      

SUMMARY OF PREVIOUS STATE BOARD OF EDUCATION DISCUSSION AND ACTION
Educational Testing Service (ETS) was approved by the SBE as the CAASPP contractor at the May 2015 SBE meeting, http://www.cde.ca.gov/be/ag/ag/yr15/documents/may15item01.doc. ETS began work on July 1, 2015.
FISCAL ANALYSIS (AS APPROPRIATE)
The total amount allocated for the Independent Evaluation of the CAASPP System is $1,998,328.00 (June 2015 through December 2017).
ATTACHMENT(S)
Attachment 1: California Assessment of Student Performance and Progress Independent Evaluation Study Plan (5 Pages)
California Assessment of Student Performance and Progress Independent Evaluation Study Plan
Background

California Education Code (EC) Section 60649 requires the independent evaluation of the CAASPP System, recommending the inclusion of “a variety of internal and external studies such as validity studies, alignment studies, and studies evaluating test fairness, testing accommodations, testing policies, and reporting procedures, and consequential validity studies specific to pupil populations such as English learners and pupils with disabilities.”  Pursuant to this law, a contract was awarded to the Human Resources Research Organization (HumRRO) to conduct the independent evaluation. The first step in this contract is to work with the California Department of Education (CDE) to develop a three-year evaluation plan that will guide subsequent evaluation activities.

Theory of Action

The general goal in implementing the CAASPP System of formative, interim, and summative assessments is to improve the effectiveness of instruction, student effort and engagement, and thereby increase student achievement. Establishing that the following assumptions are true is critical to the theory of action and should be supported and expanded with evaluative evidence:

1. Test results provide accurate and unbiased assessments of what students have and have not learned. An accurate test is valid, fair, and reliable for all groups of students. The Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing (Standards) assert that the validity of score interpretations for their intended use is primary. Issues of fairness and reliability support the validity of interpretations, and validity concerns are important in each step in the testing process, from initial design through reporting. Evaluation of these components of the system involves evaluation of test content, access issues, assessment administration, scoring, and reporting. Most of the proposed studies are targeted to evaluating whether test results are accurate and valid for their interpretations and use.

2. Test result information is used in ways that improve the effectiveness of instruction. These ways include: (a) use by teachers to monitor and improve their practices and to target instruction for individual students; (b) use by students and parents to seek remedial help where needed and to increase motivation for students who are behind; and (c) use of school accountability information based on test results by policy-makers to focus school improvement efforts and/or to initiate restructuring efforts as needed. The Standards also describe the need to investigate the impact or consequences of test use. It is important to test assumptions in the theory of action that provide the rationale for developing and using the test for specific purposes.
Selection of the Proposed Independent Evaluation Studies

A three-year evaluation plan was developed by HumRRO in collaboration with the CAASPP Technical Advisory Group (TAG) and CDE staff from the Assessment Development and Administration Division (ADAD) and the Accountability, Measurement, and Reporting Division (AMARD). The development of the evaluation plan also included the participation of Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortia staff from National Center for Research on Evaluation, Standards, and Student Testing (CRESST), Educational Testing Service (ETS), and State Board of Education (SBE) staff.  
The studies included in the plan were selected based on the following primary criteria:

1. The selected studies should not duplicate analyses to be conducted by ETS, the Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortia, or the ADAD.

2. The selected studies should provide information about how well the CAASPP System, as delivered, met the intended goals of the program, as expressed in the program theory of action.

Five principal areas of study were identified:

1. Access to designated supports and accommodations during assessments for subgroups, such as English learners and students with disabilities, during the Smarter Balanced and California Alternate Assessments (CAA).

2. Implementation of the Smarter Balanced Interim Assessments by districts, including the various ways the assessments are delivered and which approaches are effective. 

3. Efficacy of quality control processes for human scoring and the consistency of resulting scores for the Smarter Balanced Interim and Summative Assessments.

4. Ease of interpretation and use of Smarter Balanced Summative and Interim Assessments results by administrators, teachers, and also by students, parents, and guardians. 

5. Quality of the new science assessment items and the assessment’s level of alignment to the California Next Generation Science Standards (CA NGSS). 

Establishing a Collaborative Research Network with Local Educational Agencies (LEAs) 

Some of the unique contributions proposed for the independent evaluation include evaluations of aspects of the Smarter Balanced Interim Assessments. Unlike the summative assessments mandated by the state, the determination of which, if any, interim assessments to employ is the discretion of the LEAs. LEAs have wide latitude in determining how interim assessments will be administered and scored. Data collection for the evaluation studies will likely include focus groups and classroom observations that would be greatly facilitated by the support and participation of LEA research staff.

As the independent evaluator, HumRRO will establish a collaborative relationship with a sample of LEAs (the Local Education Agency Research Network or LEARN to be developed as part of the evaluation project). The sample will be selected in consultation with the CDE, and will be designed to represent a variety of LEAs by size (in terms of student population served), geographic region, and other characteristics. HumRRO will maintain the relationship with LEARN members throughout the course of the three-year evaluation. This group of LEAs will provide an “on the ground” perspective regarding the CAASPP System and to participate in specific studies. Most members of the LEARN network will be employees of LEA research offices, but other district or school leadership staff may be included, at each LEA’s discretion. LEARN members will be invited to participate in annual web-based meetings to discuss, provide advice, and assist with planning the research agenda for the coming evaluation year, as well as coordinate LEA and school participation in specific studies. LEARN members’ roles will include advisory and applied research activities.

Summary of Proposed Studies for the Independent Evaluation

The following includes a brief description of the theoretical rationale for each study, the research questions to be addressed, and the likely timing of each study. Specific details about the methods to be used in each study will be developed in consultation with the CDE and the CAASPP TAG.

Study 1:  Access to Designated Supports and Accommodations 
Validity concerns related to bias, fairness, and access should be a major part of any evaluation of overall assessment quality. The Smarter Balanced and CAA items have undergone bias and sensitivity reviews and, to the extent feasible, have been subject to statistical analyses for differential item functioning (DIF) using field test data. To complement this work, HumRRO proposes a study to investigate access to designated supports and accommodations for these assessments for two key subgroups of students (students with disabilities and English learners), and to examine how the supports compare to what is used in daily instruction. There is considerable potential for any mismatch in the provision of accessibility features between assessment and instruction to threaten the validity of test scores. The purpose of designated supports and accommodations is to remove barriers that prevent students from demonstrating their achievement or ability. If the supports themselves represent a non-routine challenge, the ability to overcome that challenge becomes conflated with the ability to correctly respond to test items. Students’ scores would then be rendered uninterpretable as an indication of achievement of the intended content. This study will help inform whether students’ scores will be representative of their academic achievement. The research questions for this study will likely include, “What supports and accommodations do students use in classroom instruction, and do individual students have access to these same supports and accommodations during the assessments?” and “Do students have access to supports and accommodations that they do not use in classroom instruction?” Study methods may include teacher surveys, observations of classrooms containing students with disabilities and English learners, and analyses of students’ test records. 

Study 2: Test Administration 

It is accepted that reducing the amount of measurement error associated with assessment results will yield more valid inferences. Reducing construct irrelevant variance is particularly pertinent for high-stakes assessments because any observed systematic errors could have detrimental impacts on decisions involving students, teachers, or schools. For this reason, standardization of test administration materials and procedures across classrooms and schools is the norm for testing used for accountability purposes. For Smarter Balanced Interim Assessments, however, LEAs will have discretion in how the assessments are delivered and used. Therefore, HumRRO proposes a study of the implementation of Smarter Balanced Interim Assessments at various LEAs to learn how administrator training connects to administration materials which, in turn, connect to the actual administration. The research questions for this study will likely include, “Are instructions for test administration clear and complete?” and “What variations in test administration procedures are being used for the two assessment options, comprehensive and blocks?” and “What types of unanticipated issues arise during test administration and how are they addressed?” Study methods may include review of test administration procedures documents, observation of test administrator training (in person or via Webinar), a survey of test administrators, and observation of test administrations. 

Study 3: Review Scoring Processes

While large portions of the Smarter Balanced assessments consist of closed-ended items that can be machine scored immediately, there are also test questions with open-ended responses requiring either trained human scorers or artificial intelligence scoring software (or both). These scoring processes are susceptible to challenges that closed-ended item scoring is not. For example, human scorers must be trained on general scoring processes and how to score consistently within an overall rubric, as well as on the specific demands of individual test items. Scorers must be monitored to identify and correct scoring drift over time. HumRRO proposes a two-part study that can be useful to ensuring that scoring processes are reliable and lead to valid inferences of CAASPP results. First, HumRRO will conduct a process evaluation of human scoring for the summative Smarter Balanced assessments. An independent review of the scoring process from scorer training through monitoring and reporting procedures is vital evidence to collect to support valid score inferences. Second, HumRRO will conduct a collaborative study with a sample of LEAs (the LEARN) to determine how consistently interim scoring is applied. The research questions for this study will likely include, “Are training and monitoring procedures for scoring clear and complete?” and “Are scoring procedures followed with fidelity?” Study methods may include reviewing documents of scoring procedures, observing scorer training (in person or via Webinar), and surveying scorers for the interim assessments.

Study 4: Use of Assessment Results 

Individual and aggregate score reports are used by multiple stakeholders, including students, parents/guardians, teachers, school/LEA administrators, and others (legislators, the press, etc.). It is imperative that the score reports communicate accurate and useful information for these stakeholders. Misinterpretations of score reports could have negative consequences, such as assigning inappropriate interventions to students, teachers, or schools. California employs a variety of methods for reporting scores including individual student score reports, and would benefit by reviewing the system’s functionality among its stakeholders who must use the system to perform their jobs. The ways in which test scores are used to inform instructional decision making around college and career readiness have important implications for examinees. The potential use of results in determining minimum qualifications for graduation or needed for remediation are also important areas for examination. HumRRO proposes a study exploring the use and perceived utility of the score reporting system, and the way the results are used. The research questions for this study will likely include, “Do users understand and correctly interpret score results?” and “Do reports of assessment results lead to appropriate actions for each stakeholder group?” and “Are there inappropriate interpretations and uses of test results that may lead to unintended negative consequences?” Study methods may include focus groups with key stakeholders and surveys conducted by LEAs in the research network.

Study 5: Item Alignment and Quality (Science Assessments)

Potential inferences made from assessment scores or results–such as indications of students’ overall readiness or proficiency, or an individual student’s areas of strength or weakness within a content domain–are built on assumptions about the qualities of the assessment. HumRRO proposes conducting an alignment study prior to the initial operational science assessments to inform aspects of the assessments that could lead to the improved validity of test score interpretations. The selection of the science content area for our alignment study is based on the nature of the CA NGSS, which is unique in structure and therefore creates new challenges for assessment designers. HumRRO has developed several alternatives to traditional alignment studies that they believe make the results more useful and more informative for testing companies, our state clients, and their technical advisors. The research questions for this study will likely include, “Does each pilot test item in the computer-based science assessment measure targeted content clearly?” and “Are the items free from irrelevant requirements?” and “Do the items as a whole cover the content standards completely and evenly?” Study methods will include subject matter panels (California science teachers and science curriculum specialists) convened to review items and provide judgments about skills required to answer the items.
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