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Overview

Calculating the scores from an assessment is not always a clear-cut or easily understood process.
Large-scale assessments frequently use a variety of complex techniques, such as matrix sampling,
in which no student takes the entire test, yet the scores of students are aggregated to estimate
average performance on the test. Item Response Theory (IRT) modeling and scaling techniques
are used to determine item characteristic curves and difficulty levels. Now, with the move
toward high standards, scoring techniques that focus on comparing students with one another
no longer are viewed as appropriate; student performance must be compared to established
standards. Increasingly, new scoring techniques are used to reflect the extent to which students
and schools are meeting desired levels of performance. Assessment systems have gone far
beyond the simple use of total raw scores, stanines, grade equivalents, standard scores, and
even normal curve equivalents.

Against the backdrop of sophisticated test development and analysis techniques, it is often
difficult to understand how scores are calculated in many current statewide assessment programs.
When dealing with accountability systems that are complex and that attempt to include all
students (including students with disabilities) in the system, it is often even more difficult to
understand how scores are obtained so that comprehensible reports can be developed.

Kentucky and Maryland are two states regarded as having the most inclusive systems of
educational accountability (Ysseldyke, Thurlow, Erickson, Gabrys, Haigh, Trimble & Gong,
1996). Both states have adopted the approach that assessments are to be taken by all students,
including a very small number of students needing an alternate assessment. Both states have
school accountability systems in which there are significant consequences for schools based on
student test performance and other indicators of success (e.g., increased attendance rates,
decreased dropout rates).

Among the frequently raised questions about the scoring of assessments for the accountability
systems in these two states are:

» How do these states use assessment results to describe the performance of their
schools and districts?

*  When using a single index to describe the performance of a school, how are the
individual components of that index obtained?

* How is the performance of an individual student scored?

* How are the scores of students in alternate assessment systems (for students

Q
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with severe disabilities) combined with the scores for students in the regular
assessment system? How do we know that they mean the same thing?

These and related questions are the focus of this paper. In order to clarify scoring and reporting
in the Kentucky and Maryland accountability systems, this report will address:

* How school performance is reported to the public.
* What components go into the reported performance of schools.
* How scores are obtained for students in the regular assessments.

* How scores are obtained for students who participate in alternate assessment
systems.

* How scores are aggregated from regular and alternate assessment systems.
e What current issues the assessment programs in both states are facing.
*  What the plans are for the future.

We first address these topics for each state separately. Then, we offer some comparative remarks
about these two states and their educational accountability systems.

Measuring and Reporting School Performance in Kentucky =

The Kentucky Education Reform Act (KERA) of 1990 formed the basis for massive change in
the state’s educational system. This massive reform was enacted by the Kentucky General
Assembly as a result of a lawsuit brought by the Coalition for Better Education (CBE), which
represented approximately 60 of the state’s 176 school districts. The successful 1988 lawsuit
found the state’s funding mechanisms inequitable and mandated that the educational system be
redesigned. The reform called for top-down and bottom-up systemic change in finance,
governance, curriculum, and assessment.

KERA established six goals for the schools of the Commonwealth: (1) expect a high level of
achievement of all students, (2) develop students’ abilities in six cognitive areas, (3) increase
school attendance rates, (4) reduce dropout and retention rates, (5) reduce physical and mental
health barriers to learning, and (6) increase the proportion of students who make a successful
transition to work, postsecondary education, and the military.
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Immediately needed under the requirements of the Act was an assessment system capable of
measuring progress toward the goals, primarily the academic expectations reflected in the first
two goals. Through a competitive process, the Kentucky Department of Education selected
Advanced Systems in Measurement and Evaluation as the contractor for the assessment program,
which came to be known as the Kentucky Instructional Results Information System (KIRIS).

The contents of the KIRIS assessment components were influenced primarily by the direction
of content area advisory committees, with members drawn mostly from classrooms, schools,
professional education organizations, higher education, community groups, and the Kentucky
Department of Education. The KIRIS assessment, which has been administered annually since
the spring of 1992, has included three types of assessment tasks:

Assessment tasks involving portfolios. Each student in grades 4, 8, and 12 is required to
assemble a Writing Portfolio and a Mathematics Portfolio (as of the 1994-95 school year
Mathematics Portfolios are required in grade 5, rather than grade 4). These portfolios represent
collections of the student’s best work developed over time in conjunction with support from
teachers, peers, and parents. The portfolios are scored by local teachers, and the scores are
reported to the Kentucky Department of Education for use in the accountability assessment.
Mathematics portfolios will not be included in the baseline calculation for 1996-97 and 1997-
98, but will be included for instructional purposes in 1997-98, and for accountability purposes
in 1998-99.

Assessment tasks involving performance events. Students participate in assessment tasks
that require them to use knowledge and skills learned in school to produce a product or solve a
problem. Rather than recall facts, students apply what they have learned to a real (or real-life
simulated) situation. Performance event tasks, which involve both group and individual work,
are based on manipulatives or other materials and take about an hour each for completion.
Performance event tasks are administered by test administrators hired by Advanced Systems in
Measurement and Evaluation. For 1996-97 and beyond, performance events enter a research
and development phase because of technical considerations. Until this is complete, they will
not be included in the accountability index.

Assessment tasks involving open-ended questions. Students respond to open-ended questions
requiring extended written responses. The focus is on higher-order thinking skills, solving multi-
step problems, and using reasoning, analytical, and written communication skills.

Assessment tasks involving machine-scorable questions. In 1992-94 students also answered
a section of multiple choice questions, although these were not used for accountability purposes.
Beginning in 1994-95, KIRIS included a section of other item types being evaluated for possible
inclusion in the future. Beginning in 1996-97, a section of multiple choice questions will be
included in each content area, and phased in for accountability purposes.
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KIRIS also monitors school progress in terms of non-cognitive indicators such as school
attendance rates, dropout and retention rates, and the proportion of students who make a successful
transition to work, postsecondary education, or the military.

KIRIS assessments are administered every year to students in grades 4/5, 7/8, and 11/12.
(Beginning in the 1996-97 school year, administrations for certain subjects at grades 5 and 7
were implemented to reduce the total amount of testing time for students, and still obtain the
range of information needed for the Kentucky accountability system.) Information gathered
through the KIRIS assessment system forms the basis for deriving a single statistic describing
a school’s performance, called the school accountability index. This single index is derived
from assimilating measures in both cognitive and noncognitive areas of student performance;
however, the cognitive component remains the major component in calculating each school’s
index.

As reported elsewhere (Ysseldyke et al., 1996), each school in Kentucky is working toward an
“improvement goal.” If the school accountability index is more than 1 point above that goal, the
school receives a financial reward, to be spent in any way agreed upon by the majority of its
certified staff. If the school is above the improvement goal, but by less than 1 point, the school
is not eligible for a reward. If the school accountability index is below the goal, the school
receives assistance. The first time a school does not perform at its goal, it must develop a school
improvement plan, and receives some funds to support these improvements. The second time a
school does not perform at its goal, it is designated a “school in decline” and receives the
services of a master (distinguished) teacher. If the school fails to reach its improvement goal a
third time, it is declared a “school in crisis.” At this point, a school may be taken over by the
state, or its administrative personnel replaced, or the entire school reconstituted. While master
teachers have been available for schools not showing sufficient improvement, no serious
consequences (e.g., firing administrators, replacing teachers) have yet been imposed. A school
can go into “decline” by scoring below past performance (but not by 5 or more points). It is also
possible for a school to immediately be declared a “school in crisis” (if its score is 5 points or
more below its improvement goal).

At the state level, Kentucky does not have a student-level accountability system. That is, there
is no state-level assessment that has the purpose of, by itself or with other information,
determining whether a student will be promoted from one grade to the next, or whether a student
will graduate from high school. Nevertheless, within local school systems there has been interest
in being able to determine student-level scores for various purposes.
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How School Scores Are Reported

School scores are the scores of primary interest in Kentucky. However, it is not absolute or
average scores that are of interest, but rather, the percentage of students in the school meeting
different levels of proficiency across subject areas, compared to the school-specific progress.
Student work within Kentucky’s assessment program is scored and assigned to one of four
different levels, or standards of performance: novice, apprentice, proficient, or distinguished.
These standards are set specific to each content area and grade level. Table 1 offers definitions
of these four levels of student performance. '

Table 1. Levels of Student Performance in Kentucky Instructional Information
System (KIRIS)

Level of ces
Performance Definition
e e e A level of performance above proficient for "that small percentage

Distinguished of students who exceed even the Proficient standard.”

The desired level of performance, which "will allow the student to
Proficient be competitive in the economic and social environment of the next

century."

. A level of performance that is "intermediate between Novice and

Apprentice S

Proficient.

. A level of performance that demonstrates few or none of the

Novice - .

qualities of proficiency.

Note. Definitions are from Trimble, 1994, p. 47.

Baseline scores were first obtained for Kentucky’s schools in 1991-92. (During baseline,
approximately 10 percent of all Kentucky students performed at the proficient level in reading,
math, science, and social studies.) The accountability index calculated for the baseline year was
used to determine the improvement goal, which reflected the growth required for performance
to be considered adequate. The improvement goal was obtained by subtracting the baseline
level from 100 (an index level that could be attained if all students were proficient in all areas,
and noncognitive data were perfect), divided by ten (accountability cycles are four-year periods).
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For each cycle, a new school accountability index is obtained and used to plot a revised goal for

~ the school. The average of the first two years of a cycle is often referred to as a baseline index;

the average of the second two as a growth index.

School accountability scores are based on the performance of all students in a school. In
Accountability Cycle 1 (1991-92/1993-94) , school scores did not include the performance of
students with severe disabilities because the alternate assessment system for these students was
still under development. They did include the scores of students with disabilities who participated
in the regular assessments, either with or without accommodations. In the second cycle (1992-
93/1995-96) students with severe disabilities were included. If students were served in special
schools, scores from these students were assigned to the students’ home schools, regardless of

where the students were receiving instruction (e.g., residential placement). Regular schools

hosting special programs could keep all scores so long as data were handled consistently over
time.

Components of Reported School Scores

During Kentucky’s first accountability cycle (i.e., 1991-92 to 1993-94) students participating
in the regular assessment system in Kentucky were involved in three kinds of assessments: a
transitional assessment, performance events, and writing portfolios. Although multiple choice
items were available in the transitional assessment, only the open-ended items were actually
used in the accountability system. By the 1993-94 school year, the transitional assessment
included five common open-ended items and 24 matrix sampled items (2 in each of 12 different
forms), totaling 29 items per content area (i.e., reading, mathematics, science, and social studies)
for each grade tested.

The original intent in changing the KIRIS assessment over time was to increase the use of open
response items and performance events, designed to better reflect the goals of reforms in
instruction and learning environments. They emphasize applying skills to produce products
and require that groups of students work together (Trimble & Forsaith, 1995). By 1993-94, the
performance events were becoming more interdisciplinary, frequently crossing mathematics
and science, or social studies, and adding in arts and humanities.

Portfolios for KIRIS have been implemented in writing since 1991-92 and in mathematics
since 1993-94. (Mathematics portfolios have been put on hold for accountability purposes during
the 1996-97 and 1997-98 testing cycle.) While the portfolios are to represent “best work” of the
student, they are standardized in the sense that each portfolio is to contain specific types of
entries, with a set of standards identified a priori for judging the portfolios.
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Alternate portfolios are the only form of assessment for students with moderate to severe
disabilities, students who “are not pursuing a high school diploma,” or otherwise not participating
in the general curriculum (Trimble & Forsaith, 1995, p. 631). Yet, the information for these
students contributes to the aggregate scores in the same way as do the scores from other students.

In addition to student performance, the noncognitive indicators contribute approximately 16
percent to school scores (Trimble & Forsaith, 1995). The definitions of these indicators result
in their values being relatively consistent. It has been argued that this consistency results in a
real impact that is less than 16 percent (Trimble & Forsaith, 1995).

Scoring Student Performance

Standards of performance were established by reaching consensus on what needed to be
accomplished. Proficient performance was the desired standard. Three other levels of
performance (novice, apprentice, and distinguished) were defined relative to this standard (refer
to Table 1). Proficient is described as “the desired level of performance, that which will allow
the student to be competitive in the economic and social environment of the next century”
(Trimble, 1994, p. 47).

The decision about what performance level a student is demonstrating depends on the nature of
the assessment item. Most standards are dependent on teacher judgment. These are based on
extensive training and follow-up checks of reliability. For open-response items, both raw-score
distributions and observed characteristics of the distributions resulting from Item Response
Theory (IRT) analyses were used to determine score alignment with performance level. Students
who do not take a component of the assessment are assigned to the “novice” level for that
component, and this is entered into the accountability system.

The values assigned to the four performance levels were transformed to ones in which a score
of 1.00 reflected the proficient level, the target level for KIRIS. Using this transformation, the
novice, apprentice, proficient, and distinguished levels are represented by the values 0, 0.4, 1.0,
and 1.4, respectively. These are the weights used in calculating each school’s accountability
index.

For students with more severe cognitive disabilities, the Alternate Portfolio was developed to
reflect the same set of learner outcomes as for all other students. As Kleinert, Kearns, and
Kennedy (1996) noted:

The expectation of accessing information for a student with severe disabilities
may be demonstrated by that student’s skills in appropriately requesting needed
assistance across multiple school and community settings. The expectation of
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using technology effectively could be evidenced through appropriate assistive
technology applications (e.g., using an augmentative communication device, or
operating a computer program through single switch access). (p. 7)

To determine scoring standards for the Alternate Portfolio, the Alternate Portfolio Advisory
Committee met with people throughout the state to identify sample portfolios (from those
developed in 1992-93) that could be used as benchmarks of the four performance levels. These
were selected on the basis of what was considered to be “best practices.” Six scoring standards
were used in this delineation (see Table 2). A clustering of the six standards was used to assign
single scores of novice, apprentice, proficient, or distinguished to students’ portfolios.

The score of a student on the Alternate Portfolio contributes to a school accountability index in
a way equivalent to that of a student in the regular assessment. The underlying philosophy is
that the impact of a student’s performance within the alternate portfolio process must have the
same impact on the final index as the student in the general population. This is accomplished by
assuming that the alternate portfolio is an indication of an instructional program’s effectiveness
across all of the various content areas addressed in the regular assessment program. Therefore,
before percentages are calculated for each of the four performance levels in any particular
content area (e.g., reading, mathematics, science) the performance distribution of students
engaged in the alternate portfolio is added to the count used for determining those percentages.

Aggregating Performance Scores

The aggregation of most interest in Kentucky is the school accountability index which, in
Accountability Cycle 1, was the average of the cognitive and noncognitive indicators. The
baseline score for a school reflects the percentage of successful students. The improvement
goal reflects what the percentage must be over the next two years. A single score for a school is
calculated by combining cognitive and noncognitive indicators included in the accountability
index. Cognitive indicators include student performance on reading, mathematics, science, social
studies, and writing. Noncognitive indicators include attendance rate, retention rate, dropout
rate, and transition success.

The manner in which the indicators are combined to form a school score seems somewhat
complex on first view, but really is a logical approach to determining ways to combine variables
whose relevance and influence vary in different content areas and at different grade levels.
Overall, however, the guiding rule in combining indicators for the accountability index is that
student success in reading, math, science, social studies, and writing is combined with one
index of the noncognitive indicators. The contributions of the noncognitive indicators to the
noncognitive index vary by grade. This is because the importance of the different indicators is
assumed to vary at different grades. For example, at grade 4, neither the dropout rate nor the

8 : NCEO
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Table 2: Scoring Standards for Alternate Portfolio System

Standard 1 Documented performance of Kentucky's learner outcomes identified
for all students (e.g., ability to communicate effectively, to use
quantitative or numerical concepts in real life problems, to use
effective interpersonal skills, etc.), evidence across the major life
domains (personal management, recreation/leisure, and vocational)
that are the focus of a community-referenced curriculum.

Standard 2 The student's ability to plan, initiate, monitor, and evaluate his/her
own performance within and across entries.

Standard 3 The use of appropriate technology and adaptive/assistive devices
within age-appropriate, functional activities, systematic evidence of
student choice-making throughout the day, as well as a broad
application of different entry types (e.g., investigations and
discoveries, projects, instructional programs).

Standard 4 Student outcomes evidenced across multiple school and community
settings. For elementary-age students, priority is given to
performance in a wide variety of integrated or inclusive school
settings. For older students, community-based performance is given
increasing emphasis in conjunction with integrated school and class
settings.

Standard 5 The degree of student independence in performance, and for those
students with more severe disabilities, assistance provided via natural
supports, such as peer buddies, peer tutors, and co-workers in job
sites, as opposed to assistance provided by paid staff only.

Standard 6 The development of peer interaction skills and mutual friendships
with typical peers. [One of the most important, and yet difficult-to-
measure, dimensions in the Alternate Portfolio is exactly what
constitutes clear evidence of mutual friendships with typical peers.]

Note. Information in this table is taken directly from Kleinert, Kearns, and Kennedy (1996).

transition to adult life success rate is considered relevant; thus, only attendance rate (considered
more important and assigned an 80% contribution) and retention rate (assigned a 20%
contribution) are included. At grade 8, attendance rate (40% contribution), retention rate (40%
contribution), and dropout rate (20% contribution) are all considered relevant, while transition
success is not. At grade 12, all indicators are relevant, but not equally so, with attendance rate
assigned a 20% contribution, retention rate a 5% contribution, dropout rate a 37.5% contribution,
and transition to adult life success a 37.5% contribution. Student success in each content area is
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derived by applying an IRT model to all scores, to bring them to the same scale. This entire
scale forms the basis for holistic decisions about a student’s performance being classified as
either novice, apprentice, proficient, or distinguished.

The accountability index for a school recognizes and includes students at different performance
levels through the weights assigned by the Board and transformed for the index. In other words,
it does not simply count the students who are proficient and above, but rather adds in the relative
contribution of those at the apprentice and distinguished levels as well. Thus, the accountability
index for an elementary school reflects performance on reading + math + science + social
studies + writing + a noncognitive index, by multiplying the percent of students at each
performance level times the weight of that level, for each of the components of the indicator,
adjusted for a contribution level. Students in the alternate assessment are counted in the same
way, with scores weighted in the same way as other students, when the accountability index is
derived. In Table 3, a hypothetical school’s example displays what would be a typical spread of
students in different content areas and on different types of items. The calculations show in a
simplified form the way in which the school’s accountability index is calculated.

Table 3. Example of Accountability Index Calculation for School A (Grade 4)

Area Novice (x 0) | Apprentice (x .4) | Proficient (x 1.0) | Distinguised (x 1.4)
Reading 35% 45% 15% 5%
Math 30% 30% 30% 10%
Science 45% 30% 20% 5%
Social Studies 30% 30% 30% 10%
Writing 40% 40% 15% 5%
Noncognitive

Attendance 95%
Retention 1% [1.00 - .01 =.99]

Reading Index = (0 x .35) + (4 x 45)+ (1.0x.15) + (1.4x .05)=0+.18 + .15+ .07= .40 x 100 = 40.0
Math Index = (0 x .30) + (.4 x .30) + (1.0x .30) + (1.4 x .10)] =0+ .12+ .30 + .14 = .56 x 100 = 56.0
Science Index = (0 x .45) + (4 x.30)+ (1.0x.20) + (1.4x .05]=0+.12+ .20+ .07= .39 x100= 39.0
Soc StIndex = (0 x .30) + (.4 x .30) + (1.0x .30) + (1.4 x .10)] =0+ .12+ .30+ .14= .56 x 100 = 56.0
Writing Index = (0 x .40) + (4 x .40) + (1.0x.15) + (1.4 x.05)] =0+ .16+ .15+.07= .38 x 100 = 38.0

Noncognitive Index = .8 [.95] + .2 [.99] =.760 + .198 = 958 x100= 95.8
School Accountability Index = [.40 + .56 + .39 + .56 + .38 + 958]/5=3.248/5= 650 x 100 = 65.0
10 14 NCEO



Current Issues and Future Plans

Kentucky has been very open to study by various research and policy entities. Among those
studying Kentucky’s assessment system as a whole, including scoring, is the Joint Center for
Education Policy (at the University of Kentucky and the University of Louisville). In addition,
the Office of Educational Accountability, an office of the state legislature, continues to monitor
the effects of the assessment and overall accountability system.

The Kentucky assessment division has been responsive to input from various research and
policy entities, with the result being a system that has changed and evolved over time. Among
the changes that have occurred are the removal of scores from performance events as they are
studied; the addition of a norm-referenced test in the 1996-97 school year (although scores
were not to be included in the accountability system); and the inclusion of both writing portfolios
and on-demand writing prompts in the accountability equation for the 1996-97 school year.
Before the current year, only writing portfolios had been included in the calculation of a school’s
accountability index. In contrast, mathematics portfolios are not being included in Cycle 3
accountability scores, but are expected to be reintroduced in Cycle 5.

Within a context of considerable change occurring to this state’s assessment system, it is not
unexpected that the scoring system would need to be adjusted as well. Throughout all this,
Kentucky has been vigilant in assessing the reliability of scores assigned to student performance
and in the implementation of auditing procedures for ensuring that students are participating in
the appropriate assessments.

Education agency officials in Kentucky continue to refine and retool the various components of
their state’s sweeping reform effort. Particular attention is currently being paid to the issue of
supporting teachers and schools in aligning their local curriculum to the expectations reflected
in the state assessment program. As noted earlier, administration of a norm-referenced test will
be implemented. During Cycle 4, additional multiple choice items (both matrix and common)
are being added to the accountability assessments. In addition to this, testing officials have split
the testing requirements across pairs of grade levels (e.g., 4th and 5th grade; 7th and 8th grade)
in order to reduce the testing burden on students.

e
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Measuring and Reporting School Performance in Maryland

Maryland’s focus on school performance and standards began in the late 1980s when the
Governor’s Commission on School Performance reported that the state lacked an accountability
system that could produce good information on how students in Maryland were doing and who
should be accountable for changing any evident poor student performance. In 1990 the Maryland
School Performance Program (MSPP) was established by the Maryland State Board of Education
as the vehicle to move toward a high quality educational system for all of Maryland’s students.
During that year, representatives of numerous groups from across the state (e.g., teachers, parents,
administrators) worked to reach consensus on performance areas for which schools should be
held accountable.

Student academic performance in Maryland is measured through two assessment programs that

are unique to the state. The Maryland School Performance Assessment Program (MSPAP)
measures higher-order thinking processes and the application of knowledge and skills to real-
world situations as a tool for school improvement and an overall measure of students’ knowledge
accumulated over several years of schooling. The MSPAP is a single, performance-based test
covering mathematics, reading, writing, science, language usage, and social studies. Students
in grades 3, 5, and 8 are randomly assigned to one of three clusters per school grade in May of
each year. These clusters are composed of portions of the entire MSPAP instrument; consequently,
a complete MSPAP score does not exist for any individual student. The assessment takes
approximately nine hours of engaged testing time over five days, and includes open-ended
questions, essays, and performance events based on Maryland’s Learner Outcomes.

An estimated 350 teachers worked with Maryland State Department of Education personnel
and a test publisher, CTB Macmillian/McGraw Hill, to develop specifications and the scoring
rubrics for these assessments; an additional 600 teachers were hired and trained by another test
contractor, Measurement Incorporated, to score them over the summer. The results of the
assessments produced scale scores in reading, mathematics, writing, science, social studies,
and language usage. These scale scores align with five levels of proficiency. Each proficiency
level describes what a student at the level is able to do. Student performance determined to be
at Proficiency Level 3 is recognized by the State Board as “satisfactory,” and performance
assessed as being at Proficiency Level 2 or better is considered “excellent.” These proficiency
levels have been established and are refined on an annual basis for the MSPAP assessment (see
Atash, 1994). Table 4 displays the ranges of scale scores that fall into the various proficiency
levels for third graders on the 1994 MSPAP.

Results from the MSPAP testing program are only used in holding schools accountable, while a
second assessment program also provides for student-based, as well as school-based,
accountability. The Maryland Functional Testing Program (MFTP) includes four basic
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Table 4. Grade 3 Proficiency Levels and Corresponding Scale Score Ranges on the
1994 MSPAP

Scale Score Ranges by Subject
Proficiency | Reading | Writing | Language | Mathematics [ Science Social
Level , Usage Studies
1 620-700 | 614-700 | 620-700 626-700 619-700 | 622-700
2 580-619 | 577-613 | 576-619 583-625 580-618 | 580-621
3 530-579 | 528-576 | 521-575 531-582 527-579 | 525-579
4 490-529 | 350-527 | 350-520 489-530 488-526 | 495-524
5 350-489 * * 350-488 350-487 | 350-494

* Indicates proficiency levels for which cut scores could not be established. These cut scores will be established on
future editions of MSPAP.

competency tests that students must pass to receive a Maryland high school diploma. Three of
the tests (reading, mathematics, and citizenship) are multiple choice tests; the fourth test, the
Maryland Writing Test, is a holistically-scored, direct writing assessment. Although the functional
tests have no time limits, the reading, mathematics, and citizenship tests take approximately
one hour of engaged testing time. The writing test requires a total of approximately two to three
hours over a two-day period. Computer adaptive versions of the reading and mathematics tests
take approximately 20 to 30 minutes. The tests formerly were given for the first time in ninth
grade; new graduation requirements now permit them to be given as early as grade six. The
tests are scored on a Pass or Fail basis, and schools are evaluated on the basis of the percentage
of students passing these tests at the end of the ninth and eleventh grades.

Efforts are currently underway within Maryland to eventually retire the MFTP testing program,
and replace it with a High School Assessment (HSA) Program, a battery of 10 end-of-course
examinations intended to assess secondary students’ mastery of core learning goals in English,
mathematics, science, and social studies. Although these tests are in the initial stages of
development, it is anticipated that the instruments will include short answer, multiple choice,
and essay-type items, and that a student’s performance on these exams will be linked to a
Maryland high school diploma. The first “no fault” administration of these assessments is
scheduled for January 1999, in preparation for putting the requirement in place for 9th grade
students in the 2000-01 school year.

Maryland recognized that a modified assessment system was needed for a relatively small number
of students with more challenging disabilities, and gave special consideration to students with

NCEO e 13



disabilities fitting one of two profiles. The first type of student participates in the regular MSPAP,
but completes the performance assessment tasks with accommodations developed by a team of
special education teachers working in collaboration with general education personnel. The second
type of student participates in a curriculum focused on functional life skills and is exempted
from taking the MSPAP. This group of students is estimated to be less than 5% of all students
with disabilities. A state advisory committee (comprised of special education teachers,
representatives of advocacy organizations, state education agency staff, and researchers from
the University of Maryland) developed a comparative set of outcomes that are appropriate for
these students. Currently, this team is developing various assessment and reporting systems to
ensure comparable accountability with the regular assessment program. The project, called the
Independence Mastery Assessment Program (IMAP), is currently underway in nine of Maryland’s
local school systems, with projections of increasing this number to 15 districts during the 1997-
98 school year, and achieving statewide implementation by the year 2000.

Components of Reported School Performance

A central component of the MSPP is the collection and reporting of information from each
school and district in the state. This information is classified as either (1) student performance
data or (2) supporting information. The student performance measures currently include assessed
student knowledge on the Maryland Functional Testing Program (MFTP) and the Maryland
School Performance Assessment Program (MSPAP), along with student participation indices
(i.e., attendance rates and dropout rates). Supporting information includes variables related to
student population characteristics (enrollment and student mobility); kindergarten completion;
numbers of students receiving special services; high school program completion; Grade 12
documented decisions; and other factors such as financial information, staffing, instructional
time, and the results of a norm referenced assessment (the Comprehensive Test of Basic
Skills/5, given to a sample of students in grades 2, 4, and 6 in each local school system). This
supporting information is intended to provide the context for judging each school’s growth
from year to year.

How School Performance Data are Reported and Used

An emphasis on the public reporting of results is central to the MSPP and its approach to
educational accountability. The primary focus of accountability within the state remains on the
school; the school district and the state are viewed as support systems to the efforts of schools.
On an annual basis, student performance and supporting information is reported at each level of
accountability: school, school system, and the state. The Maryland School Performance Reporrt,
State and School Systems, is published by the Maryland State Department of Education and
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includes state summary and disaggregated data and summary data for each school system in the
state (see Appendix for an example of this summary). A similar report is published by each
local school system, and includes summary and disaggregated data for the local system and for
each school in that system. Disaggregated data are reported by gender and race/ethnicity for all
student performance data-based areas. School districts and individual schools may add data-
based areas and standards that reflect local interests. Actual examples include the extent of
advanced placement testing, the number of parent conferences, and the number of volunteers
per school.

The data within these reports provide a valuable profile for local committees called School
Improvement Teams (SITs). These teams are required of all Maryland schools and are charged
with guiding the development of a School Improvement Plan (SIP), to ensure that all students
have an opportunity to achieve the outcomes established by the state. The proper use of these
data can guide and improve a school’s instructional and organizational activities.

The State Department of Education monitors progress of each school annually under an
accountability policy know as reconstitution. This provision requires that a school not meeting
standards must eventually exhibit progress toward those standards. Specific regulations state
that a school may be eligible for reconstitution if: (1) it does not meet all the standards and is
“pelow satisfactory and declining” in meeting the appropriate standards, or (2) it does not meet
all the standards and is not making “substantial and sustained” improvement through the
implementation of a school improvement plan. The specific standards used as the basis for
determining a school’s reconstitution eligibility differ by grade levels served (see Table 5). As
of February 1997, seven high schools, nine middle schools, and 36 elementary schools had
been identified as eligible for reconstitution.

Table 5. Specific Standards Monitored for Determining Reconstitution Eligibility

Type of School Standards Used as Basis for Possible Reconstitution

Elementary Schools | Attendance Rate
MSPAP Performance for Grades 3 and 5

Middle Schools Attendance Rate

MSPAP Performance for Grade 8

MFTP Results (Taken in high school and reflected back to
appropriate middle school)

High Schools Attendance Rate
Dropout Rate
MFTP Results

Q
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The process of reconstitution is conducted in several steps, and involves local school system
authorities and state education officials. By January 15th of each year, the State Superintendent
notifies each local school system of those schools that are failing to meet state standards and are
either declining or not making adequate progress. The local school system must then provide
the state education agency with a reconstitution proposal, outlining a plan to address the school’s
areas of need. If approved by the State Board of Education, a more specific transition plan with
specific activities and deadlines is required of the local school system by May 15th. A longer
term, reconstitution plan is required by January 15th of the following year.

No growth, or continued movement in a downward direction, ultimately could lead to the
replacement of a school’s administration, staff, or instructional program. However, low
performing schools first get technical assistance and additional funding to assist in improving
their performance. In fact, the final intent is to allow schools that are successful to help those
that are not. As a step in facilitating this improvement strategy, a recognition program for high
performing schools was implemented by the Maryland General Assembly in November 1996.
The program provides monetary rewards for schools at different levels of performance that
improve their performance over two or more years, and provides public recognition for schools
that improve over one year.

Setting Standards for School Performance

A critical step in the development of the MSPP was the process of setting standards for the
student performance areas against which all schools are measured. Standards have been
established for each of the student performance indicators included in the annual reports. These
standards define satisfactory and excellent levels of performance for schools, school systems,
and the state to reach by the year 2000. Setting standards for student performance was completed
in three phases: (1) the recommendation of a performance range for each measure by a Standards
Committee (consisting of 17 members, including representation from 11 local school systems
and the Maryland State Department of Education); (2) the modification or approval of that
range by a Standards Council (consisting of 12 members, including representation of local
education agencies, local boards of education, the state teachers’ union — along with a large
local union), business interests, students, and the state legislature; and (3) the final adoption of
standards by the State Board of Education, following public review and comment. Standards
related to pass rates on the Maryland Functional Tests, average daily attendance, and dropout
rate were adopted in August 1990. Based on two years of experience with the MSPAP, standards
were adopted for these assessments in July 1993. Table 6 displays the standards used in
determining the progress of Maryland schools, based on each of the student performance
indicators.
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Table 6. Established Performance Standards for Maryland Schools

Standard for | Standard for
Student Performance Receiving Receiving
Indicator Satisfactory Excellence
Status Status

MFTP Assessments* _

Reading, Grade 9 95% 97%

Reading, Grade 11 © 97% 99%

Mathematics, Grade 9 80% 90%

Mathematics, Grade 11 97% - 99%

Writing, Grade 9 ' 90% 96%

Writing, Grade 11 97% 99%

Citizenship, Grade 9 85% 92%

Citizenship, Grade 11 97% 99%

All Tests, Grade 11 90% 96%
Yearly Attendance Rate

(Grades 1-6 and 7-12) 94% 96% -
Yearly Dropout Rate

(Grades 9-12) 3% 1.25%
MSPAP Assessments**

Grades 3, 5, 8 on all tests 70% 25%

* Percentages represent the proportion of participating students who passed the assessment.

** Percentages represent the proportion of all enrolled students (including those excused from testing or absent
from school) who achieve at satisfactory or excellent performance levels. A school receives a satisfactory rating if
70% of its students achieve at satisfactory or above. A school meets the excellent standard only when 70% of its
students achieve at satisfactory or above and 25% or more of its students achieve at the excellent level of proficiency.

Current Issues and Future Plans

As in other states with well-developed educational accountability systems, ongoing maintenance
and evaluation become increasingly critical as the system evolves. At this point, the MSPP has
identified over 50 schools that have shown inadequate progress toward improving student
performance measures, or have shown no progress at all. More time is needed to determine
whether this identification will push local school systems and school sites to implement their
improvement plans and bring about real improvement in student performance.

Much attention currently is focused on the implementation of the High School Assessment

Q
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(HSA) Program, and its emphasis on an articulated set of Core Learner Goals. With these end-

~ of-course exams designed to replace the current MFTP graduation exams that emphasize more

basic competency skills, the state will face replacing one of the cornerstones in its current
accountability system. Performance standards, both for students and for schools, will need to
be established for the HSA program in order to integrate the findings of these exams into the
state’s overall accountability system.

This challenge of establishing and integrating new standards of student performance also applies
to the Independence Mastery Assessment Program (IMAP). Discussions are currently underway
to determine the best means by which results of this alternate assessment can be integrated into
the overall accountability and reporting system. Can these scores be integrated into the scores

_collected through the MSPAP program, or should they be reported separately, with separate

performance standards? The inclusion of alternate assessment results into an established
accountability structure is a future challenge for those in charge of the Maryland assessment
program.

A Comparison of the States’ Accountability Systems

As bellwethers in creating fully inclusive educational accountability systems, Kentucky and
Maryland serve as examples for other states interested in educational reform. But each state has
taken a slightly different route to reforming its public education, and such differences illustrate
the point that a variety of strategies can be used by states seeking change. In this concluding
section, we contrast areas in which the states have taken different approaches toward building
educational accountability, and also identify some underlying commonalities between the two
states.

Contrasts

The establishment of benchmark performance standards. Determining benchmark
performance standards is a critical component in both states’ accountability systems, due to
established procedures for assisting and potentially sanctioning schools that fail to progress
toward these standards. But the states have taken slightly different approaches to establishing
these benchmarks. In Kentucky, adequate progress is defined as a minimal increase (i.e., a 1
point increase over the school’s baseline every two years) in the school accountability index
calculated for each school site. In Maryland, progress is determined after a careful examination
of the selected performance indicators of interest, which differ depending on grade levels served.
These performance indicators are used in combination with pre-established performance
standards (anticipated to be met by all local systems by the year 2000) and prior performance
levels to determine a “change index” that determines whether a school has shown improvement
between testing periods.
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The use of test performance in graduation requirements. Another difference between these
two states is their approach to using test performance for determining graduation eligibility.
While Maryland’s Functional Testing Program attaches high stakes (high school graduation) to
a student’s performance, the accountability system of Kentucky does not implement a testing
program for this purpose. (Individual districts in Kentucky may have such testing requirements,
but no statewide graduation testing program is mandated at the state level.)

Dissemination and reporting strategies. The state education agency in Maryland produces an
annual report on the performance of each of the state’s 24 local school systems, along with
aggregated results for the state at large. This report offers several pieces of information, including:
(1) how well each local school system performed on each selected indicator, (2) the benchmark
levels of performance considered “satisfactory” or “excellent,” (3) three years of information
on previous district performance, and (4) two years of supporting information to help explain
district performance, such as poverty indicators and proportions of students with special needs.
The same information on all schools in the state is reported and published by local school
systems, and is disseminated to all parents and the public. These annual reports are broadly
disseminated to various audiences. Each school’s level of progress can also be readily accessed
in Maryland.

In Kentucky, public accountability reports contain far less detailed information on district
demographic information and individual indicators of performance, and focus more exclusively
on school accountability indices. The level of reporting is at the individual school level, and
each individual school’s level of progress can be readily accessed.

Selection of standards for alternate assessment programs. Both states are pioneers in
developing alternate assessments for those students with severe disabilities who could not
participate in the regular assessment programs. But interesting differences can be found in how
each state dealt with the question of aligning such an alternate assessment with existing
frameworks of academic standards or expectations. In the case of Kentucky, a smaller subset of
28 standards was selected from the much broader taxonomy of standards established for all
students in public education. This subgrouping was seen as being applicable to students with
even the most severe disabilities. In contrast, Maryland is using a broadly representative advisory
group to develop and define a separate set of academic expectations for students eligible for
participating in their alternate assessment program.

Commonalities

Several common themes emerge from this review of the scoring approaches used in the
accountability systems of Maryland and Kentucky. Such themes are important because they
highlight some of the approaches that other states might take to address the challenges of including
all students in state accountability systems.
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A premise that all students are included. The systems in both Maryland and Kentucky reflect
a premise that all students count and that accountability must encompass all students. Thus,
scores are aggregated and records are kept on students whose -scores are not among those
aggregated. These states know who is in and who is out of their aggregation and reporting
systems, something not true of many other states (Erickson, Thurlow, & Thor, 1995). They
actively pursue increasing the inclusion of students with disabilities in aggregation and reporting.

Accommodations are accepted, available, and not treated separately. The attitude toward
accommodations in general for both Maryland and Kentucky is that they are an appropriate
form of support for students with disabilities. They are not viewed as providing an unfair

‘advantage and therefore compromising the assessment. Thus, they are nota distinguishing factor

in aggregation and reporting.

‘Zero’ scores are used to back the belief that all students count. Both states have implemented
scoring procedures that gain the attention of local decision makers, and encourages them to
consider whether the decision they are making really is appropriate. This is done through two
techniques in the two states, both of which essentially assign zero scores when students are kept
out of the assessment. In Maryland, students who are excused or absent from school are counted
in the base number of students on which scores are calculated. When a student does not take the
assessment, the score entered in the system is essentially a zero. In Kentucky, students who are
exempt from both the regular and the alternate assessment (like Maryland’s excused students)
are assigned the “novice” level as their score. This is the lowest level possible, thus, essentially
a zero in that system.

Auditing procedures. In both Maryland and Kentucky, audits are built into the system, with a
part of that auditing focused on students with disabilities. In Maryland, too many exemptions
(the equivalent of too many students not taking the test) triggers an audit. In Kentucky, more
than 2% of the student population being designated for the Alternate Portfolio system also is
reason for an audit. Audit procedures convey the message that most students should be in the
regular assessment system, with or without accommodations.

Reporting on all students. Both states seek to provide public information on the testing
participation or performance of all their students. In Maryland, student participation is reflected
in either the scores reported or in the rates of exempted, excused, and absent students. Next
steps in developing performance indices for the latter two groups are under development; the
performance of exempted students is to be measured by IMAP. In Kentucky, all students are in
the reports that are now provided. Scores of students with disabilities are not differentiated
from the scores of other students in any way. All are included in the same way in the accountability
index derived for each school.

24
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Summary

The process by which measures of student performance are used to evaluate the success of
schools is never a simple or straightforward process. Efforts to measure and report progress
must withstand significant psychometric and political challenges in order to succeed. The
activities and decisions outlined within this report reveal the incredible efforts undertaken by
these two states in their quest for using student performance data to build and maintain valid
systems of statewide educational accountability. Though different in their approaches to the
problem, both states have emerged as exemplars in the pursuit of establishing accountability
systems that view the success of all students as critical, and the failure of any student as
unacceptable.
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Appendix :

Sample of state summary and disaggregated data, and summary data
for each school system in Maryland
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