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Summary of Key Issues

California Education Code (EC) Section 60855(d) requires the California High School Exit Examination (CAHSEE) independent evaluator to provide biennial reports by February 1 of even-numbered years to the Governor, the Legislative Analyst’s Office (LAO), the State Superintendent of Public Instruction (SSPI), the State Board of Education (SBE), and the chairs of the education policy committees in both houses of the Legislature. The Human Resources Research Organization (HumRRO) has served as the independent evaluator of the CAHSEE since January 2000. 

The executive summary for the Independent Evaluation of the California High School Exit Examination: 2012 Biennial Report is provided as Attachment 1. A copy of the full report, which contains findings and recommendations as well as an analysis of test results and other evaluation activities conducted in 2010 and 2011, will be provided to the SBE as soon as it becomes available. In addition, the CDE will make the full report available to the public by posting it to the CDE Web site in March 2012. 
Attachments
Attachment 1:
Independent Evaluation of the California High School Exit Examination: 2012 Biennial Report, Executive Summary (16 Pages)
Independent Evaluation of the CAHSEE: 2012 Biennial Report

Executive Summary

In 1999, the California Legislature established the requirement that, beginning with the Class of 2004, students pass a graduation examination in English-language arts (ELA) and mathematics (Senate Bill [SB]-2X, written into Chapter 9 of the California Education Code [EC] as sections 60850–60859). In July 2003, after the completion of the 2002–03 California High School Exit Examination (CAHSEE) testing, the State Board of Education (SBE) voted to defer the CAHSEE requirement to the Class of 2006. 

The legislation establishing the CAHSEE requirement also called for an independent evaluation of the impact of this requirement and of the quality of the CAHSEE tests. The Human Resources Research Organization (HumRRO) has served as the independent evaluator of the CAHSEE since January 2000. Over the past 11 years, HumRRO has gathered, analyzed, and reported a wide range of information as part of the independent evaluation of the CAHSEE. Copies of our annual and biennial evaluation reports may be found on the California Department of Education (CDE) CAHSEE Independent Evaluation Reports Web page at: http://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/tg/hs/evaluations.asp.

As stated in the EC Section 60855(d), the evaluation contractor is required to issue biennial reports to the governor, the Office of the Legislative Analyst, the State Superintendent of Public Instruction, the SBE, and the chairs of the education policy committees in both houses of the Legislature by February 1 of even-numbered years. This biennial report covers analyses of test results and other evaluation activities conducted in 2010 and 2011. Evaluation activities are reported under the following topics, each of which is summarized briefly here: 

· Introduction to the CAHSEE evaluation, including an historical overview of recommendations made since the outset of the evaluation in 2000 
(Chapter 1). 

· Review of the quality of the assessment (Chapter 2)
· Analyses of test results, including passing rates (Chapter 3)
· Analyses of student questionnaire responses (Chapter 4)
· Analysis of Assembly Bill (AB) 2040 Panel recommendations (Chapter 5)
· Examination of other indicators of student achievement and success, including overview of the Post-High School Outcomes Study (Chapter 6) 
The final chapter (Chapter 7) of this biennial report includes both a summary of key findings from each of these activities and a number of general policy recommendations for further improving the CAHSEE and its use.
CAHSEE Test Quality Continues to be Good


As in prior years, HumRRO reviewed the alignment of CAHSEE test forms to the blueprints specifying the content standards to be assessed. Good alignment provides the key evidence for the validity of the interpretation of the CAHSEE test scores as an indicator of competency in the required content. Alignment results from 2011 were mostly consistent with results from 2005 and 2008 for mathematics and with results from 2005, 2008, and 2009 for ELA. The CAHSEE test forms continue to surpass, for most strands, the minimum criterion for each alignment measure, although for some strands the alignment outcomes are consistently somewhat lower than for others. The 2011 CAHSEE mathematics test form was aligned with all or most of the targeted content strands for each alignment measure. The ELA test form was aligned with the majority of targeted content strands for two alignment measures, with more than half of the targeted content strands for one measure, and for less than half the strands for the fourth measure.

HumRRO worked with the National Center on Educational Outcomes (NCEO) to conduct the accessibility review of CAHSEE test design relative to the various student populations who take the CAHSEE. The test forms demonstrated many instances of fidelity to universal design considerations, including appropriate grade level vocabulary and sentence complexity, inclusion of commonly used words, sensitivity to test-taker characteristics, and identifiable questions. Some concerns about visual presentation of items were noted.

We continued analyses of the accuracy with which the essay portion of the ELA test was scored and found acceptable accuracy similar to that observed in prior years. Two-thirds of the time, two independent scorers assigned the exact same score for each essay. Independent scores differed by more than one point about one percent of the time. We also found that the test forms used in different administrations were of comparable difficulty, as indicated by consistency in the raw-to-scale score tables resulting from test form equating. Further, we conducted a detailed replication of item analysis and equating for the March 2011 form that fully confirmed the operational results.

Test Scores Have Been Improving

Among many arguments for instituting the CAHSEE was the belief that this requirement would lead schools to improve the effectiveness of instruction in the content judged important for success after high school and lead students to work harder to master this content. Figure ES.1 shows that competency in the CAHSEE content, as indicated by scores from the initial testing of grade ten students, has improved over the past eight years. The percentage of students passing both parts on the first try has increased steadily from 64.3 percent in 2004 (Class of 2006) to 73.8 percent in 2011 (Class of 2013). Initial passing rates for Hispanic, African-American, and economically disadvantaged students showed even larger gains, indicating a modest reduction of achievement gaps at grade ten for these groups.
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Figure ES.1. Trends in overall grade ten passing rates for selected groups.
(Reproduction of Figure 3.2)

Note: Hisp. = Hispanic or Latino, Afr. Amer. = African American or Black, Econ Dis. = Economically Disadvantaged,    EL = English Learner, SE = students in special education.


One particular problem addressed by the CAHSEE requirement is student participation in elective high school mathematics courses. When the CAHSEE requirement was first passed, school districts established graduation requirements and some districts did not require students to take specific mathematics courses to receive a high school diploma. A statewide requirement that students take Algebra I was added shortly thereafter. Since the CAHSEE requirement was implemented for the Class of 2006, the percentage of grade ten students who have already taken Algebra I and are taking even higher level mathematics courses has increased steadily and dramatically, from 56 percent for the Class of 2006 to 73 percent for the Class of 2013 (Table 3.25). For all groups except English learners and Native Americans, the percentage taking courses beyond Algebra I continued to increase. However, the percentage of economically disadvantaged, Hispanic, and African American students taking courses beyond Algebra I continued to lag behind that of white and Asian students. For example, the percentage of Black or African-American students taking courses beyond Algebra I in the most recent year (67 percent) was about the same as the percentage of white students taking courses beyond Algebra I five or six years ago.

Increases in the grade ten passing rates indicate improved effectiveness of instruction prior to the point at which students take the CAHSEE for the first time. There is also evidence for improved remediation for students who do not initially pass the CAHSEE. The calculation of cumulative pass rates beyond grade ten is a difficult and controversial process, particularly given assumptions that must be made with an incomplete set of data. For example, when a student does not pass the CAHSEE in grade ten and does not retest in grade eleven, he or she may have dropped out or may have moved out of the state and continued high school elsewhere. Similarly, the test data available to HumRRO cannot identify when a student passes the CAHSEE in grade ten and then moves out of state. While the assumptions are subject to debate, HumRRO has retained consistent assumptions over time to facilitate interpretation of trends. Recognizing some difficulty in tracking students across grade levels, HumRRO estimates that cumulative passing rates for grade twelve general education students have increased from 91.2 percent for the Class of 2006 to 94.2 percent for the Class of 2011 (Table 3.9).

One new analysis HumRRO conducted looked more closely at the 2010–11 testing status of students in the Class of 2011 who had not passed one or both parts of the CAHSEE as grade eleven students, with testing status defined as either “continuing” or “not continuing” to test in grade twelve. As might be expected, the percentage of students not continuing to test was higher for those who had passed neither the ELA nor mathematics test through grade eleven (35.5%) than for those who had passed one of the two tests, with 21.5 percent of those who had passed ELA not continuing, and 18.6 percent of those who had passed mathematics not continuing (Table 3.10). When testing status was compared to the prior mean CAHSEE score earned by students on the test they had yet to pass, the prior mean was found to be only very slightly higher for students who continued to test compared to the mean for students who did not. This seems to indicate that there is a reason other than prior test performance that may be responsible for students choosing not to continue testing, hence denying themselves the opportunity to be successful on the CAHSEE.

One final indication of the impact of the CAHSEE requirement on student achievement is the significant number of students not passing the CAHSEE by the end of grade twelve who continue to work to pass in a fifth or subsequent year of high school. Roughly 25,500 general education students and 16,000 students in special education who were first-time seniors in 2010 had not met the CAHSEE requirement by May 2010 (Table 3.31). Of these, nearly 9,400 general education students and about 2,400 special education students took the CAHSEE at least once this year. Slightly over one-quarter of the general education students, but just about a tenth of the special education students who took the CAHSEE in their fifth year of high school completed the requirement. Also nearly 2,500 general education students in the Class of 2009 who had not yet passed the CAHSEE continued to try to pass it this year, and over 600 of these students did pass (Table 3.28). While there is no comparable data on fifth-year seniors prior to the CAHSEE requirement, the number now continuing to work to meet the new requirement is quite significant. 

Significant Gaps in Passing Rates Persist

While performance on the CAHSEE has increased for key demographic groups, significant gaps in CAHSEE passing rates persist. As shown in Figure ES.1 above, there has been a modest reduction in gaps in initial passing rates for Hispanic or Latino, African American or Black, and economically disadvantaged students. Notwithstanding this modest reduction, their passing rates are still 7–15 percentage points below overall passing rates. Initial passing rates for ELs have increased only modestly, with about a third of these students meeting the CAHSEE requirement in grade ten. Almost by definition these students will have great difficulty passing at least the ELA portion of the CAHSEE until they achieve proficiency in English and are no longer classified as ELs. Trends for ELs are better captured by trends in scores on the California English Language Development Test (CELDT) reported elsewhere (see http://celdt.cde.ca.gov/). Finally, while there has been some improvement for students in special education, less than one quarter of these students met the CAHSEE requirement in grade ten. 

Students Report Varying Perspectives on the CAHSEE

As part of the independent evaluation, students complete a brief questionnaire after each part of the CAHSEE. The questions are designed to identify different ways that students are affected by the CAHSEE requirement. Responses to several questions suggest that, overall, increases in student CAHSEE scores result from a combination of increased help and increased effort. For example, this year 43 percent of all grade ten students said that a teacher spent time in class helping them get ready to take the CAHSEE ELA test and 27 percent said a teacher spent time helping them get ready to take the CAHSEE mathematics test (Table 4.4). In addition, the percentage of this year’s grade ten students saying they used the CAHSEE on-line prep increased to 12 percent for ELA and to 10 percent for mathematics (Table 4.6).

Trends in student responses indicate teachers have increasingly focused coursework on the skills tested by the CAHSEE. This year about 49 percent of all grade ten students said that all of the questions on the CAHSEE ELA test were similar to those encountered in class, up from 41 percent in 2005. Similarly, 44 percent of students said that all of the questions on the CAHSEE mathematics test were similar, compared to 35 percent in 2005 (Table 4.19). About 95 percent of all grade ten students said most or all of the topics on the ELA test were covered in their courses, up from 92 percent of grade ten students in 2005. For mathematics, the percentage saying most or all of the topics were covered in their courses rose from 89 to 91 percent over the same period (Table 4.17). The rigor of related courses has also increased. The percentage of grade ten students saying that the questions on the CAHSEE were more difficult than questions encountered in their course work dropped from 18 percent in 2005 to 12 percent in 2011 for ELA and from 22 percent in 2005 to 19 percent in 2011 for the mathematics test (Table 4.21).

In contrast to these generally positive perceptions, grade ten minority and low income students (ED), students with disabilities (SWD), and English learners (EL) continue to report a somewhat different picture. For example, ED, SWD and EL students report at higher levels than other students that test questions and topics on the CAHSEE differ from what they have seen in class and are more difficult than questions they see on classroom tests and homework. ED, SWD, and EL students were more likely than the general population to report nervousness as preventing them from doing as well on the test as they could. Hispanic or Latino, African American, and American Indian/Native Alaskan groups also report higher levels of difficulty with the test content than the general population reported.

As to graduation expectations and post-high school plans, grade ten students continue to be optimistic. About 84 percent of all grade ten students expect to graduate from high school on time, and about 62 percent of them plan to attend a four-year university. About 10 percent of grade ten students said they expect to graduate but may need additional coursework beyond their senior year (Table 4.8). That optimism declines for those who struggle to pass the CAHSEE, with only about 20 percent of this year’s grade twelve students still taking the CAHSEE reporting that they plan to attend a four-year university (Table 4.33). However, when asked what they would do if they did not pass this time, only about 4 percent of the grade twelve students who actually did not pass said they would give up trying to get a diploma (Table 4.38). The rest were willing to keep trying through additional courses, community college programs, or the GED program.

Feasibility of Alternative Means for Students with Disabilities

Since 2009, SWD were exempted from the CAHSEE requirement until the SBE made a determination about whether alternative means for SWD are feasible. The AB 2040 Panel, an advisory panel of educators and others with experience working with SWD or assessment, developed recommendations for alternative means of meeting the CAHSEE requirement for eligible SWD. HumRRO conducted an independent evaluation of those recommendations in 2010.

Findings from our 2010 analyses of the AB 2040 Panel recommendations, originally presented in our 2010 Annual Report and included in this report, suggested that consideration of evidence from work samples, collected over a period of weeks or months rather than just a few hours, appeared to be a feasible alternative. HumRRO found that additional work and a pilot test of the alternative means process was needed to establish the comparability and equivalency of this type of evidence to the current CAHSEE requirement, to ensure uniformity throughout the state, and to keep the generation and evaluation of work samples from becoming prohibitively expensive.

The SBE determined in July 2010 that alternative means to the CAHSEE are feasible, and in February 2011 the SBE extended the implementation regulations date for alternative means to July 2012. These actions continue the CAHSEE exemption for SWD until the implementation of alternative means occurs. In 2011 CDE further developed and pilot tested an alternative means process, and our 2010 findings remain relevant.

Graduation Rates Increased and Dropout Rates Decreased, but Gaps Persist

We examined trends in other academic indicators to see if there might be changes that could be associated with the implementation of the CAHSEE requirement, beginning with the Class of 2006. Details of the indicators analyzed and findings from these analyses are reported in Chapter 6 and summarized here. 

Graduation rates dropped when the CAHSEE took effect as a graduation requirement in 2006, but the pattern has been more complicated since. The four-year adjusted cohort graduation rate complies with the U.S. Department of Education’s 2008 guidance and accounts for students who transfer in and out of California schools from grade nine on. This rate is represented by the blue line with rectangular pointers in Figure ES.2 and shows a steady climb after the 2006 dip, reaching its highest level in several years in 2010. A second calculation, the grade-nine-to-graduation rate, is calculated simply as the number of graduates divided by the number of grade nine students four years prior. This calculation is depicted as the green line with diamond-shaped pointers in Figure ES.2. Although this rate had continued its decline after the 2006 dip, it rose in 2010. Gaps in graduation rates have narrowed but continue to be large, ranging from 59.0 percent for African American students to 89.4 percent for Asian students.
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Source: CDE DataQuest. http://data1.cde.ca.gov/dataquest (accessed August 24, 2010).

Figure ES.2. Trends in two graduation rates.

(Reproduction of Figure 6.5)

The 2010 increase in graduation rates was accompanied by a decline in dropout rates. Table ES.1 shows the four-year dropout rates by demographic groups. Aside from an anomalous upward spike for the Class of 2009, the dropout rates have declined each year from 2007 to 2010, to a low of 17.7 percent for the Class of 2010. Large differences in dropout rates persist, from a low of 7.1 percent for Asian students to a high of 30.3 percent for African American students.

Table ES.1. CDE Four-Year Dropout Rates by Demographic Group 
(Extracted from Table 6.3)

	Demographic Group
	Four-Year Derived Dropout Percentage
	Percentage Point Decrease in Dropout Rate

	
	2006–07
	2007–08
	2008–09
	2009–10
	

	Race/Ethnicity

	African American (not Hispanic)
	35.8%
	32.9%
	36.8%
	30.3%
	5.5

	American Indian
	28.1%
	24.1%
	30.0%
	23.8%
	4.3

	Hispanic
	26.7%
	23.8%
	26.7%
	22.0%
	4.7

	Pacific Islander
	24.8%
	21.3%
	25.4%
	18.8%
	6.0

	White 
	13.3%
	11.7%
	14.1%
	10.8%
	2.5

	Filipino
	10.6%
	8.6%
	10.7%
	7.3%
	3.3

	Asian American 
	9.0%
	7.9%
	9.6%
	7.1%
	1.9

	Multiple/No Response
	26.8%
	23.3%
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A

	Other Demographic Groups

	Socioeconomically Disadvantaged
	25.4%
	23.2%
	25.2%
	18.9%
	6.5

	LEP†
	23.5%
	21.7%
	26.4%
	22.7%
	0.8

	Special Education ‡
	26.6%
	23.6%
	27.0%
	15.0%
	11.6

	State Totals 
	21.1%
	18.9%
	21.5%
	17.7%
	3.4


Source: CDE DataQuest.  http://data1.cde.ca.gov/dataquest (accessed July 7, 2011). 

† Limited English Proficient for federal reporting includes English learners and fluent-English proficient students that have not yet tested at the proficient or above level for three years on the CST ELA test.
‡Special education students in the Classes of 2006, 2007, 2010 and 2011 were exempt from the CAHSEE requirement.

Students are Participating in More College Preparation

One concern with the CAHSEE requirement was that it might lead to a focus on more basic courses at the expense of advanced coursework. Among other indicators we have tracked, the percentage of students taking and passing Advanced Placement (AP) tests has been an important check of this concern. In fact, participation in AP examinations has increased both before and after the CAHSEE requirement took effect. Nearly a third of the 2010 graduating class (32 percent) took at least one AP examination and over one-fifth (21 percent) achieved a score of 3 or better on at least one AP examination.

Participation in the SAT college entrance examination continued its slight decline in the 2009–10 school year. Participation on the ACT—which had only about one-quarter of the participation among California students that the SAT program did—increased. We presented achievement on the SAT and ACT using two metrics each and found inconsistent results for both examinations. Mean SAT scores continued a three-year increase, but the percentage of students earning a combined score of 1500 or better continued a two-year decline. Mean scores on the ACT decreased slightly but the percentage of students achieving a score of 21 or higher increased.
The CDE is Making Meaningful Improvements in Data and Reporting

The CDE recently implemented a new data collection system, the California Longitudinal Pupil Achievement Data System (CALPADS), with the potential to expand and improve available data. The CALPADS system aggregates data from a student-level database. In addition, the CDE online system, the California Basic Educational Data System (CBEDS), has been enhanced with select new reports. Four-year adjusted cohort graduation and dropout rates provide outcomes for a cohort of students (i.e., a graduating class) over time. We also note that CDE added disaggregated graduation rates for graduating cohorts in 2010 for the first time, making this important educational indicator more transparent.

Recommendations

As in past years, we offer a number of recommendations for improving the CAHSEE and its use. For this Biennial Report, we have three general recommendations for consideration by the Legislature and the governor as well as by CDE and SBE. We also offer a number of more specific suggestions targeted primarily to CDE and the CAHSEE test development contractor.

Based on our analyses over the past several years, we conclude that the CAHSEE is a reasonably accurate measure of competency in the required ELA and mathematics content and that it has had a positive, albeit moderate, influence on increasing student competencies in these subjects. Six high school classes (2006 through 2011) have been required to demonstrate competency in the targeted content by passing the CAHSEE ELA and mathematics tests, and both initial and grade twelve passing rates have increased. When the CAHSEE was first introduced, the SBE indicated an intention of reviewing and strengthening the required levels of competency as standards-based instruction improved. Our first recommendation suggests the need to review the CAHSEE content requirements in light of six years of experience in helping students to meet them. 

General Recommendation 1: The SBE and the CDE should review the content and rigor of the CAHSEE requirement and propose alternatives for consideration by the Legislature and the governor.


It has been more than ten years since the content requirements for the CAHSEE were first adopted by the SBE. Over this time only one minor change was introduced, reducing slightly the scope of the mathematics test. Since then, instruction has improved, initial passing rates for grade ten students have increased, and the proportion of students passing by the end of grade twelve has increased steadily. It is reasonable to ask whether expectations for high school graduates should now be increased.


California recently adopted the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) and is participating as a governing state in the Smarter/Balanced Assessment Consortium (SBAC). By the 2014–15 school year, a new set of assessments measuring competency in the CCSS will be in place. The CCSS were developed to build student knowledge and skill toward a rigorous conception of college and career readiness by the end of high school. It is reasonable to ask whether expectations for high school graduation should be aligned to the new CCSS. 


Many states have moved away from a single graduation test to a series of end-of-course tests (Zabala, Minnici, McMurrer & Briggs, 2008). In addition to demonstrating competency in core ELA and mathematics courses, students are often given options for demonstrating competencies in additional areas of study, such as science, social studies, foreign language, or even the arts. It is reasonable to ask whether competencies in subjects beyond ELA and mathematics should be required and whether students should be allowed to demonstrate these competencies whenever they complete the related course. It may also be instructive to review the experience of other states in introducing high school graduation tests and to review their plans for further changes as most of them transition to one of the common assessments.


As part of the current CAHSEE evaluation contract, HumRRO is engaged in an effort to relate scores on each of the CAHSEE tests to post-high school outcomes, including college attendance and graduation. Initial results will be reported in 2012. In the spirit of assessing college and career readiness, this information would be helpful to a new panel appointed by SBE and CDE to consider recommendations for revision to the CAHSEE requirement. 

The CAHSEE cannot be changed overnight. A High School Exit Examination committee met for over a year to develop initial recommendations for CAHSEE content. If changes in graduation requirements are identified, it is important to provide sufficient lead time in implementing these changes to allow adjustment of both the high school and earlier curriculum to make sure students are prepared to meet any new requirements. As required by AB 250 (Curriculum Support and Reform Act of 2011), instruction will be revised at all grade levels over the next few years to align with new content standards based on the CCSS. Now would be an appropriate time to also introduce curricular changes corresponding to any new CAHSEE requirements. Sufficient lead time is also needed for revisions to the CAHSEE or other assessments to be sure that test quality is not compromised.

Our second recommendation concerns the desirability of preventive efforts to ensure that more students are successful in their first attempt to pass the CAHSEE. Significant effort and funding has been put into helping students who do not initially pass the CAHSEE. The idea of the second recommendation is that it may be more cost-effective and certainly better for the students to provide help before grade ten. Our second recommendation is:

General Recommendation 2: Interventions should be targeted at earlier grades, using test scores to identify students who have fallen behind their classmates and are at risk of failing to meet the CAHSEE requirement.
In our 2009 evaluation report (Becker and Watters, 2009), we showed that virtually all students who score at or above the mean on the grade seven ELA and mathematics CSTs were able to pass the CAHSEE on their first attempt. At the same time, students who scored well below the mean in grade seven were at significant risk of not passing the CAHSEE in grade ten. Thus, it is clearly possible to identify students who need additional help in preparing to pass the CAHSEE while they are in middle school and reasonable to ask whether middle school interventions could significantly reduce the percentage of students who struggle to pass the CAHSEE. Another key finding was that a high proportion of the students who score low on seventh grade assessments will need additional help to meet the CAHSEE requirement by the end of grade twelve (Becker, Wise & Watters, 2010a).

Over the next several years, the assessments used for accountability at all grades will be realigned to the CCSS. It will be important to develop linkages between middle school assessment results, college and career readiness at the end of high school, and the knowledge and skill required by the CAHSEE or its successor.

Beyond simply identifying students who may need more help during middle school, it is important to study the effectiveness of various ways of providing that help. With recent improvements to longitudinal student data bases, it should be possible to identify middle schools that are particularly effective in helping struggling students catch up with their classmates. Studying the programs used in these exemplary schools should provide information that can be used to improve effectiveness in other schools. 

Our final general recommendation concerns the need to clarify expectations for SWD. Policy concerning graduation requirements for SWD has been inconsistent, with two years of exemption, two years of being required to pass the CAHSEE, and now another three years of exemption for these students. This leads us to suggest:

General Recommendation 3: California should set and maintain consistent requirements for students with disabilities with respect to the CAHSEE.
The CAHSEE requirement was appropriately deferred for two years for all students, from 2004 to 2006, to allow time for instruction at earlier grades to prepare students to take and pass Algebra I and also to prepare students to meet high school ELA expectations. The requirement was deferred two additional years for SWD, from 2006 to 2008, while a law suit on behalf of these students was resolved. This second delay provided additional time to adjust individual education programs (IEPs) at earlier grades to prepare students for the high school requirements. For the high school classes of 2008 and 2009, SWD had to meet the CAHSEE requirement to receive a diploma, although waivers were granted if students needed a testing modification to receive a passing score. During the period from 2004 through 2009 initial passing rates for SWD increased, reflecting more rigorous and effective instruction for SWD. 
Under current law, the CAHSEE requirement has once again been deferred for SWD, leaving teachers, parents, and the students themselves uncertain as to what is expected of them. Issues leading to the current exemption need to be resolved so that efforts to improve instruction for SWD will resume in full.  Findings from CDE’s study of the second tier (evidence collection and scoring) of an alternative means process for eligible SWD indicate that additional refinement is needed before the procedures can be fully implemented (ETS CAHSEE Alternative Means Pilot Study, 2011). Until such time as an alternative means is in place, expectations for SWD are still unresolved, and this uncertainty impacts SWD educational outcomes and future success. Resolution of these issues will require agreement on appropriate alternative ways that SWD can demonstrate required knowledge and skills, and might include identifying appropriate goals for students who are not able to participate in regular academic instruction.

Several more specific recommendations for improving the CAHSEE were noted during our review of CAHSEE processes. The first aims to improve the provision of appropriate testing variations for SWD.

Specific Recommendation 1: California should ensure that LEAs and school site test administration personnel are trained to deliver appropriate accommodations and modifications to students with disabilities.
Our limited observations of test administration identified weaknesses in the process for identifying and delivering appropriate testing accommodations and modifications to SWD, for example with respect to the “test questions read aloud” sessions. CDE should review the training materials provided through ETS to LEAs and school site personnel and ensure the IEP decision-making team is engaged in the test preparation process for SWD—the subgroup that has demonstrated the greatest difficulty meeting the CAHSEE requirement. CDE might also ask its test contractor to suggest approaches to ongoing monitoring of the effectiveness of test administration training at all levels (i.e., district coordinator, test site coordinator, test examiner, and test proctor).

Our next specific recommendation concerns the statewide data systems that support analysis and interpretation of CAHSEE results.

Specific Recommendation 2: California should ensure that statewide student data systems are as accurate and up-to-date as possible.

CDE is responsible for an extremely large and geographically dispersed educational system. With such size and diversity come many challenges, and an effective data system is crucial to understanding, monitoring, and improving the effectiveness of our educational systems. The California Longitudinal Pupil Achievement Data System (CALPADS) includes a comprehensive design for the collection and integration of student data. CALPADS is a very significant step in providing data for research and policy analyses that can lead to significant improvements in curriculum and instruction. Budget limitations and other constraints have slowed the full implementation of this system, including key quality assurance components. As in prior years, we found, for example, the exit information collected on high school students was not consistent with information from the CAHSEE test records. We were thus not able to identify unambiguously students who left high school having completed all requirements except the CAHSEE. Further work on training and monitoring those responsible for providing data to CALPADS, as well as additional consistency checks to detect and correct submission errors, might be useful at this time.

The following two specific recommendations address the outcomes of our alignment reviews of CAHSEE test forms with respect to content and accessibility.

Specific Recommendation 3: California should work with its test administration vendor to achieve improved content alignment of items assessing the content standards in the strands of Mathematical Reasoning and Reading and Comprehension.

While the overall content alignment of the CAHSEE in both mathematics and ELA is quite positive, we believe alignment for these two strands can be strengthened. For both the Mathematical Reasoning and Reading and Comprehension strands, the issue is that test items may be assessing students at a lower level of rigor than called for by the content standards. It may be that, when California responds to our first general recommendation, the content standards for these strands will be changed or clarified, but until that time greater attention is needed to verify the content of items targeted to these areas.

Specific Recommendation 4: California should examine the visual presentation of the CAHSEE to achieve closer alignment with the principles of universal design for assessment.

Small changes in the visual presentation of items, which should not impact the validity of the items’ ability to measure certain California state standards, are advised so as to improve the accessibility of the test to SWD. There may be cost implications to making such changes, so further study of particular populations’ visual presentation needs may be warranted. As new versions of tests emerge, CDE should direct test designers to attend to visual and sensitivity aspects so as to help create assessments that closely align with universal design principles.

Specific Recommendation 5: California education leaders and educators should encourage students who do not pass in four years to continue to work to achieve competency in the content assessed by the CAHSEE, and work to improve effectiveness of fifth-year programs.

Research shows that attaining a high school diploma is associated with positive life outcomes including higher income and subsequent achievements such as completing military contracts. We have seen evidence that some struggling students persist in seeking a high school diploma after their graduating class. We recommend that California educators communicate the importance of a high school diploma to students and educate them on the opportunities to develop competency in the content assessed by the CAHSEE after the regular high school years. At the same time, the effectiveness of fifth-year programs should be monitored and improved upon. A study of effective schools might yield best practices that could be shared with the wider education community.

Another recommendation concerns identification and dissemination of programs that are effective in helping students meet the standard of academic achievement required to pass the CAHSEE, particularly students in groups that currently have the most difficulty in meeting the CASHEE requirement.

Specific Recommendation 6: Study schools that are doing a better job in helping all and particular groups of students to meet the CAHSEE requirement. Identify approaches and programs that might be effectively adopted in other schools.

We see variations across schools and districts in CAHSEE pass rates and in gaps in passing rates for racial and ethnic minority students, economically disadvantaged students, EL, and SWD. A careful study of higher performing schools could identify programs that are effective in helping students who have fallen behind in academic achievement to catch up and meet the CAHSEE requirement by the end of high school. Programs that are effective for particular groups, such as helping ELs become more proficient speakers, readers and writers or providing students with specific disabilities better access to general education instruction are also needed to reduce gaps in passing rates for these groups. Detailed study is needed to determine what makes these programs successful and how they might be adopted in other districts and schools. 

We also note an increasing concern that the state’s dire economic situation may make continued improvement in CAHSEE results difficult and might even make it difficult to sustain improvements already achieved. This leads to our next recommendation.

Specific Recommendation 7: California should study the impact of fiscal constraints on systems to help students master the skills required by the CAHSEE. 

California, like many states, has been struggling financially, resulting in cutbacks, furloughs, and an eye toward cost savings. The effects of reductions in and reallocation of funding may have implications for student success in the future, including loss of effective teachers and increases in class size. In particular, reductions in remediation offerings could reverse progress made in recent years. We recommend that programmatic changes resulting from fiscal constraints be carefully monitored, evaluated, and adjustments made if necessary
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