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Summary of Key Issues

Thirty-six teacher and student feedback sessions were convened, throughout California, following the 2015 spring California Assessment of Student Performance and Progress (CAASPP) administration of the Smarter Balanced Summative Assessments. The purpose of these scripted sessions was to gather input from students and teachers as close to their testing experience as possible about the various aspects of the testing system and their overall testing experience. 

The results of the teacher and student focus groups are summarized in Attachment 1.
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Background

As part of on-going efforts to gather feedback to improve various components of the Smarter Balanced Assessment System, the San Joaquin County Office of Education (SJCOE), on behalf of the California Department of Education (CDE), coordinated informal feedback sessions with students and teachers in six regions throughout California. The purpose of these feedback sessions was to gather input from students and teachers as close to their testing experience as possible about various aspects of the testing system and their overall testing experience.

A facilitator conducted each feedback session and followed a script to ensure consistency throughout the state.  

Methodology for Selection of Participants and Conducting Feedback Sessions

This section details how teacher and student participants for the feedback sessions were selected, where the feedback sessions took place, and the methodology for conducting the feedback sessions. 

Selection of Participants

Participating schools were selected from six regions in California that were representative of the state’s diversity in terms of types of communities (urban, suburban, rural), ethnicity, language, and geographic location. The schools were located in Contra Costa, Fresno, Los Angeles, Sacramento, San Diego, and San Joaquin counties.  Participating students and teachers were representative of grade levels tested. Students with disabilities as well as English learners were included to ensure feedback from all students was collected. Teachers included those who served as test administrators at their site and those who did not serve in that role. 

Feedback Sessions

From early May through early June, a total of 36 feedback sessions were conducted in which a total of 533 students (24 sessions) and 108 teachers (12 sessions) participated. Table 1 shows the distribution of student and teacher feedback sessions by school type and Table 2 shows the distribution of student and teacher feedback sessions by region and school type. 

Table 1. Teacher and Student Feedback Sessions by School Type

	Group
	Elementary
	Middle
	High
	Total

	Teacher Sessions
	7
	2
	3
	12

	Student Sessions
	14
	4
	6
	24


Table 2. Teacher and Student Feedback Sessions by Region and School Type

	Region
	Teacher Sessions
	Student Sessions

	
	Elementary
	Middle
	High
	Elementary
	Middle
	High

	Contra Costa
	0
	1
	0
	0
	1
	2

	Fresno
	1
	0
	0
	1
	0
	0

	Los Angeles
	1
	0
	1
	1
	0
	1

	Sacramento
	1
	1
	0
	8
	2
	1

	San Diego
	2
	0
	1
	2
	1
	1

	San Joaquin
	2
	0
	1
	2
	0
	1


More detailed information about participants is provided in Appendices A and B.

To ensure that all feedback sessions were conducted in a consistent manner, the SJCOE team developed a facilitator script and questions, one set of questions for teachers and another set of questions for students. The script and the questions were approved by the CDE before the first feedback session was conducted. 

The feedback session facilitator started each session by introducing him or herself and describing the purpose of the feedback session. After the introductory remarks, the facilitator asked the first question. Participants provided feedback on the first question relative to their experience. Other participants built upon the comments until there were no other comments for the first question. The facilitator then moved on to the second question and so on until all questions were addressed. Not every participant provided a comment on every question, but all participants were actively engaged during the feedback sessions. Teacher feedback was captured to reflect the range of diversity in teacher experiences and not only frequency of occurrence. 

Teacher questions are provided in Appendix C, and the student questions are provided in Appendix D. 

Highlights from Teacher Feedback Sessions

Teachers were asked eleven questions on a variety of topics related to the Smarter Balanced assessments including: changes in instruction, pre-test preparation, test administration and communicating test results. The feedback below represents a summary of teacher comments by major topic. 

Impact of CCSS and the Smarter Balanced Assessments on Instructional Practice


In response to the first question about how the Smarter Balanced Assessments had impacted their instructional practice, the majority of teachers described several ways in which their classroom instruction has changed over the past year or two. These changes, they said, were mostly a result of Common Core State Standards (CCSS) implementation efforts and the related professional development they had received. 

Some of the most commonly reported changes to instruction included: 

· Greater use of non-fiction sources (i.e., informational text).

· Increased focus on writing.

· Encouraging use of more complex academic language.

· Encouraging higher-level thinking.

· Increased use of technology.

· Greater focus on complex problem solving skills.

· Increased focus on citing textual evidence in student answers.

Steps Taken to Help Prepare Students for the Online Assessments

The second question asked teachers about any special steps that they took with their students to help prepare them for the new testing system. Teachers were also specifically asked if they or their students used either the Smarter Balanced practice or training tests and whether they found them to be helpful. 

The majority of teachers who participated in the feedback sessions reported use of the practice tests with their students in a variety of ways and for varying lengths of time. Teachers reported that the practice tests were used more often than the training tests.

Teachers overwhelmingly stated that the practice test helped their students feel more comfortable with the testing interface, provided practice with the tools, and helped them get a sense of what the questions and answer choices would look like.
Process Used to Identify Designated Supports and Accommodations
Most schools reported that special education case managers, resource teachers, or others involved with special education services were responsible for identifying designated supports and accommodations for students. Those decisions were based on information in the student’s Individualized Education Program (IEP) or Section 504 Plan, Student Study Team (SST) assessment, or from the Special Education Information System (SEIS). Some districts provided training for school teams and others provided forms that could be used by teachers to request designated supports or accommodations for their students. 

The process for identifying designated supports and accommodations varied by school and by school district, but was most often assigned to special education staff. 
The Classroom Activity and the Performance Task

The question about the classroom activity and the performance task generated a lot of discussion. Two main topics of the discussion were identified. First was related to the connection teachers perceived between their assigned classroom activity and performance task itself. The second was about the consistency in the delivery of the classroom activity.

Teachers’ feedback was based on their experience with the performance task assigned to their class. Teachers expressed mixed feelings about the classroom activity. Some teachers felt that the classroom activity didn’t make a noticeable difference in the ability of their students to do well on the performance task, but others felt like the time spent going over vocabulary words was time well spent.

Teachers also talked about inconsistency in the delivery of the classroom activity impacting student performance on the performance task. 
Resources and Tools Used to Understand Role as Test Administrator


Teachers who participated in the feedback sessions reported using a variety of resources and tools, including CAASPP test administration manuals, to help them understand their role as a test administrator. 

Some teachers reported that the test administration manuals were long and that instructions, in many cases, were overcomplicated. 


The role of the school test coordinator or district test coordinator, for some, was invaluable, because these individuals synthesized the test administration manuals into summary versions, or “quick guides” that focused on only the most pertinent information needed to perform their role as test administrator. Often these shorter versions included screen shots making it as easy as possible for the test administrator to read and understand.

Experience with the Test Operation Management System (TOMS)

While password issues were common across schools and school districts throughout the state, most teachers participating in the feedback sessions reported that TOMS was “easy,” “pretty friendly,” and that they experienced “very little trouble.” One teacher compared TOMS to the computer program he/she uses to do their taxes—it’s something that’s done only once per year and is so infrequent that you forget how the system works and you need to get back in and explore a little to remember.

Resources for Technical Support

Teachers were asked what they did when they encountered a problem during testing. In the majority of schools, teachers reported the use of an established protocol or chain of command that went from the test administrator to the school test coordinator to the district test coordinator. In most cases, it was the district test coordinator who was responsible for elevating problems to the California Technical Assistance Center (CalTAC) or CDE if needed.

Challenges Encountered
Testing over 3 million students with a new testing platform in a short period of time is a challenging process. Teachers were asked to describe some of the challenges they encountered with the summative assessment. The challenges identified by teachers fell into four main categories which are presented below.

1. Teachers reported issues encountered in relation to the student testing interface. 

2. Availability of computers and scheduling was a challenge reported by some of the teachers.

3. All teachers agreed that the test was challenging overall for students.

4. According to teachers, the familiarity and comfort with technology varied for students based on their age and experience.

Highlights from Student Feedback Sessions

Students participating in the Smarter Balanced feedback sessions were asked questions about different aspects of their experiences with the online test and whether they had any suggestions for test developers. The questions were open-ended and addressed the following topics: preparation for testing, preference of paper and pencil or computer tests, opinions on their interest level of reading passages, clarity of directions, and helpfulness of universal tools. Student feedback is presented by topic and the questions are summarized below. Students expressed insightful opinions about their experiences with the Smarter Balanced Assessments. 
Preparation for Smarter Balanced Assessments

When asked what students did in their classrooms to prepare for the Smarter Balanced Assessments, all elementary students who participated in these feedback sessions reported using the practice test whereas very few students in the middle and high school groups reported using them. Overall, students who said they used the practice test said it made them feel more confident and less nervous going into the real test. Some students also reported that doing the practice tests was good because it was engaging. 

Most students mentioned that the practice tests helped them become familiar and comfortable with the testing environment, the log in process, type of questions that would be on the test, how they would be expected to enter their answers online and how to use the tools.

Students also reported that in addition to the practice tests, their teachers provided other classroom activities aimed at helping them prepare for the tests, such as, reviewing vocabulary words, reviewing writing skills, reading sample passages, reviewing testing procedures, discussing writing prompts, practicing annotating articles, and many other classroom activities to prepare the students for the online tests. 
Some students said that they wished the practice test gave them answers to the questions or gave them information about the number of correct answers they received.

Several of the middle and high school students at different schools said that they felt the questions on the practice test were much easier than the questions on the real test. They thought the practice test should include some easy questions as well as some questions that were more difficult so students could get experience with the entire range of difficulty. 

Opinions about Taking the Tests on the Computer Instead of Paper and Pencil

Students expressed mixed opinions about whether they preferred taking the statewide assessments on the computer instead of using paper and pencil. Elementary age students appeared to slightly favor taking the tests on the computer, while more of the middle and high school age students said they preferred taking the tests using paper and pencil. 

While many students expressed a preference for taking the tests using a computer, some students felt particularly strong about taking the math test using paper and pencil because they could show their work. Students acknowledged that although they would likely be taking tests on the computer from now on, they would still like to use scratch paper rather than the digital scratch/note pad to work out the problems and show their work.

Students were asked to provide specific reasons about their preference for either the computer or paper and pencil tests. A review of responses by school type (elementary, middle, and high) showed no differences in the reasons provided for preferring paper and pencil or computer testing.

Students who indicated a preference for using the computer to take the test commented that they were fast typists, or stated that typing their answers didn’t make their hands as tired as bubbling answers or hand-writing essays. Students also said that typing responses took away the “hand writing” factor for those students who have messy handwriting. Several students responded that taking the test on the computer was more fun, engaging, pictures were better, it was new and different and included videos.
Some of the reasons students preferred paper and pencil tests had to do with their lack of comfort and familiarity with taking tests on a computer. Several comments indicated that students thought paper and pencil seemed to make it easier to manage their time because you could look ahead and see how many questions were left, and not just in a particular section but on the entire test.  Students said the paper and pencil reading passages seemed shorter, and that paper and pencil didn’t require students to answer all questions before moving on.


Opinions about the Interest Level of the Reading Passages

During this part of the feedback session, students talked about the length of the reading passages. Many students felt that the reading passages were too long. Students suggested that the reading passages could be broken up into shorter passages with some questions after each shorter passage. 

Clarity of Test Directions
The majority of students participating in these feedback sessions, across all grade levels, said they found some of the test directions confusing. The student feedback in this section covers test directions related to the test overall (i.e., tutorial) as well as test directions specific to certain test questions. 

In general, students felt the test directions overall were too long; they suggested breaking up long directions into multiple parts so that they were easier to read. They also suggested using videos to show how the tools were used instead of just reading about how to use them. Most students, across the three grade spans, reported not reading all of the directions or the tutorial for a variety of reasons, such as, directions being too long, some already knew how to use the tools, eager to begin the test, and some felt that the direction included information that was not applicable to them.

However, when it came to asking about the clarity of the test directions for the test questions, students said that in some cases they had to read the directions or the questions several times in order to figure out what they were being asked to do.

Helpfulness of Universal Tools

Students in all grade levels reported moderate use of the universal tools, and overall, found them to be helpful. Some students also reported finding some of the tools on their own.

Student understanding of the tools was mixed. Some students said that they felt the tools were self-explanatory and generally easy enough to use.  Other students said they didn’t know how to access or use the tools and had to read the instructions in order to understand how to use the tools. The greatest usage of online tools was reported as the highlighter, dictionary, glossary, calculator, and strike through. 

Students commented on the importance of consistency in having the icons/tools in the same location on each and every screen that the student sees. Overall, student comments concentrated on ways to make access to the online tools easy, quick, and obvious.

The CDE will work with their contractors and the Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium to review these teacher and student suggestions and make necessary changes and recommendations.

	County and School Name
	School District
	School Type
	Grade Level 
	Number of Teachers
	Number that were TAs
	Comments

	Contra Costa County

	Antioch Middle School
	Antioch Unified
	Middle
	7-8
	2
	Unknown
	· All classroom teachers

	Dozier-Libbey Medical High 
	Antioch Unified
	High
	9-12
	3
	Unknown
	· All classroom teachers

	Freedom High
	Antioch Unified
	High
	9-12
	5
	Unknown
	· All classroom teachers

	Fresno County

	Liberty Elementary
	Kerman Unified
	Elementary
	3-6
	14
	14
	· 1 special education teacher

· 1 English learner specialist

· 1 computer lab teacher

	Los Angeles County

	Baldwin Elementary
	Alhambra Unified
	Elementary
	K-8
	15
	15
	· 2 English learner teachers

· 1 resource specialist

· 1 Title I Coordinator/SBAC Coordinator

· 1 intervention teacher

	Gahr High School
	ABC Unified
	High
	11
	13
	Unknown
	· All classroom teachers

	Sacramento County

	Toby Johnson Middle School
	Elk Grove Unified 
	Middle
	7-8
	5
	5
	· All classroom teachers

	Two Rivers Elementary
	Natomas Unified
	Elementary
	3
	3
	3
	· 1 site administrator

· 1 resource teacher


	County and School Name
	School District
	School Type
	Grade Level 
	Number of Teachers
	Number that were TAs
	Comments

	San Diego County

	Breeze Hill Elementary
	Vista Unified
	Elementary
	3-4
	5
	4
	· 1 site administrator

· 4 teachers with English Language Development certifications

	Arroyo Vista Charter School
	Chula Vista Elementary
	Elementary
	3-8
	10
	10
	· All classroom teachers

	Mt. Carmel High School
	Poway Unified
	High
	9-12
	15
	4
	· 1 English Language Development teacher

· 2 special education teachers

· 1 Advancement Via Individual Determination teacher

· 1 counselor

· 1 Teacher on Special Assignment 

	San Joaquin County

	Glenwood Elementary
	Linden Unified
	Elementary
	3-8
	5
	4
	· 1 computer lab teacher

· 1 special education teacher

	Hamilton Elementary
	Stockton Unified
	Elementary
	4-8
	10
	7
	· 1 special education teacher

· 1 English learner coordinator

· 1 instructional coach

	Venture Academy
	Stockton Unified
	High
	9-12
	12
	10
	· All classroom teachers


	County and School Name
	School District
	School Type
	Grade Level 
	Total Number of Students
	Number of English Learner Students
	Number of Special Education Students

	Contra Costa County
	

	Antioch Middle School
	Antioch Unified
	Middle
	6
	20
	10
	0

	Dozier Libby High School
	Antioch Unified
	High
	11
	28
	0
	0

	Freedom High School
	Liberty Union High 
	High
	11
	24
	0
	0

	Fresno County
	

	Liberty Elementary
	Kerman Unified
	Elementary
	3-6
	14
	6
	4

	Los Angeles County
	

	Baldwin Elementary
	Alhambra Unified
	Elementary
	3-8
	14
	4
	0

	Gahr High School
	ABC Unified
	High
	11
	11
	0
	0

	Sacramento County
	

	Consumnes River Elementary
	Elk Grove Unified
	Elementary
	4
	26
	1
	2

	Toby Johnson Middle School
	Elk Grove Unified 
	Middle
	7
	32
	5
	3

	Toby Johnson Middle School
	Elk Grove Unified 
	Middle
	7
	40
	0
	0

	Toby Johnson Middle School
	Elk Grove Unified 
	Middle
	8
	32
	0
	0

	Two Rivers Elementary
	Natomas Unified
	Elementary
	3
	28
	2
	1

	Two Rivers Elementary
	Natomas Unified
	Elementary
	5
	27
	1
	2

	Two Rivers Elementary
	Natomas Unified
	Elementary
	6
	31
	5
	3

	Natomas Charter School
	Natomas Unified
	Middle
	7
	14
	0
	0

	Natomas Charter School
	Natomas Unified
	High
	9-12
	25
	0
	0


	County and School Name
	School District
	School Type
	Grade Level 
	Total Number of Students
	Number of English Learner Students
	Number of Special Education Students

	Sacramento County, continued
	

	Bell Avenue Elementary
	Robla Elementary
	Elementary
	3
	21
	17
	2

	Bell Avenue Elementary
	Robla Elementary
	Elementary
	3
	21
	15
	1

	Main Avenue Elementary
	Robla Elementary
	Elementary
	5-6
	26
	4
	1

	Robla Elementary
	Robla Elementary
	Elementary
	4
	28
	6
	1

	San Diego County

	Breeze Hill Elementary
	Vista Unified
	Elementary
	3-5
	15
	5
	2

	Arroyo Vista Charter School
	Chula Vista Elementary
	Elementary
	3-5
	15
	0
	0

	Arroyo Vista Charter School
	Chula Vista Elementary
	Middle
	6-8
	14
	0
	1

	Mt. Carmel High School
	Poway Unified
	High
	11
	2
	0
	0

	San Joaquin County

	Glenwood Elementary
	Linden Unified
	Elementary
	3-8
	7
	3
	0

	Hamilton Elementary
	Stockton Unified
	Elementary
	3-8
	9
	3
	1

	Venture Academy
	Stockton Unified
	High
	11
	9
	0
	0


Appendix C. Questions for Teacher Feedback Sessions 
1. Have the new Smarter Balanced Assessments had an impact on your classroom practice? If so, how? 


2. Did you take any special steps with your students to help prepare them for the new testing system? 


Probes
· Did you or your students use the practice test? If yes, did you find the practice test useful?

· Did you or your students use the training test? If yes, did you find the training test useful?


3. What process was used to decide which designated supports should be used for which students? 


Probes
· Did the district office develop the process or was it developed at school?

· Based on your experience this year, what would you do differently next year?


4. Each of the Smarter Balanced tests includes a computer-adaptive portion and a performance task. The performance tasks required you to conduct a classroom activity with all your students before the students sat down in front of the computer. How did that classroom activity go? What went well and what would you do differently next year?


5. Now I’d like to ask you a few questions about the test administration experience at your school. How many of you were considered “Test Administrators”? 


6. I’m interested in learning about which test administration manuals you used to help you understand your role and the usefulness of those manuals. What kind of materials did you use to help you prepare for your role as a test administrator? 

Probes

· Did you find the materials provided helpful? 

· Was the material easy to read? 

· Easy to understand?


7. In order to start a test session for your students, most of you would have logged into the testing system called TOMS. Tell me a little bit about your overall experience with the TOMS system and students logging in. 


8. If you encountered a problem during testing, what did you do? Who did you call or speak to in order to resolve the problem?


Probes

· Did you ever work with the Assessment Fellows?

· Did you ever call the CDE?

· Did you ever call CalTAC at ETS?


9. Testing over 3 million students all over the state is a challenging process. Tell me a little bit about the challenges that you encountered with state testing this spring at your school.


10. What suggestions do you have for improving the testing system, including things like the TOMS, any training materials, technical support, etc.?


11. As you look now toward seeing the test results for your students, what kind of communication materials would you like to help explain the results to the families of your students? How would you like to learn about those materials? Written? Online tutorials or Webinars? Other?


Appendix D. Questions for Student Feedback Sessions 
1. First, I’d like to ask you about what you might have done with your teacher in class to prepare for the tests. Did you take any practice tests? Do you feel that they helped you know what the real test was going to look like?


Now I want to ask you a few questions about these new computer tests. 


2. A few years ago, the state tests were done using paper and pencil where you had to bubble your answer either inside the test book or on a separate answer sheet. You might have also had experience taking other tests using paper and pencil. This year, you took the tests on a computer. Tell me your opinion about taking the tests on the computer instead of using paper and pencil. 

Probes

· Was one way harder/easier?

· Was one way more interesting?

· Did one of the ways keep you more engaged with the test?

3. The people who wrote the reading passages and the test questions tried hard to make sure that they were more interesting to kids your age. Did you find the reading passages and test questions interesting to you? Why or why not?

4. Now I want to ask you a question about the test directions. Tell me what you found with the test directions to be confusing or what was it about the test directions that really helped you understand what the questions were asking you to do?

5. Taking these tests on the computer also made it possible for you to use different tools like a highlighter or digital notepad or some you might have worn headphones or earbuds and the questions were read aloud to you. These are just a few of the different tools that the people who designed the test added to make sure that all students were able to take these tests. Do you remember using some of the tools that I mentioned? 

Probes
· What tools do you remember using?

· Did you find those tools helpful or distracting?

· Do you have any suggestions for the test developers about other tools?

6. Finally, do you have any other thoughts about these computer tests that you’d like to share? Any suggestions for test developers?
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