CONFERENCE CALL -- AUGUST 23, 2005

MODELS FOR ALIGNING ASSESSMENTS TO STANDARDS

Regie Stites led the presentation
 with collaboration from Susan Pimentel
Assessment Limits:  Several Chinese sayings were provided to illustrate the limitations of our measurement instruments and their interpretation.  
Accountability Demands:  Accountability places greater demands on testing than our testing instruments can provide.  We need multiple tests and must recognize that one test cannot test everything that is taught.  Within the context of accountability and high stakes assessment, everyone needs a better understanding of the limits of assessment and what we can conclude from assessments.  We must understand the importance of basic assessment literacy and need to achieve some reasonably good levels of alignment of standards, assessment, and instruction.  The question is how good is good enough.

Two Directions for Alignment:   Horizontal alignment is the match between test content and standards. This is only the starting point. Vertical alignment provides a bigger picture of alignment between tests and standards and what happens in teaching and learning (e.g., policy).  There is much formal analysis at the horizontal level, but change happens at the vertical level and we must keep that in mind. 
How to Align Tests and Standards – Three Methods:  There are three ways to achieve alignment of tests and standards

1. Sequential  — develop content standards and curricula, and then develop standards-based tests.  While this is probably the best method, it is not where we are now.  MA is working on it and it may happen elsewhere.  The other two methods will help in the alignment with the tests we currently have.
2. Expert review – uses expert judgments to evaluate alignment and then to select or reject tests. Expert reviewers can also help interpret and explain how to use the results given what the alignment shows. 
  
3. Content analysis – relies less on expert judgment and more on the criteria that can be applied by non-experts.

Most methods use a combination of expert review and content analysis.  
How to Analyze Alignment - Four Expert Models:  Look for articles describing the different models for doing expert analysis by Webb, Achieve, and through Council of Chief State School Officers.  The procedures are fairly similar:  all are labor and time intensive, all have a common goal of looking at horizontal alignment (e.g., the match between the content of the test and the standards and the match for depth that looks at the degree to which the level of challenge matches the content standards and indicators).
How Alignment Analysis Helps:  Regie summarized three ways alignment analysis can help resolve the issues of having one test that gives a limited picture and that tests carry a lot of weight for accountability purposes. 
Conducting an alignment analysis provides a …
1.  basis for selecting assessments or revising tests or standards, when states have the luxury to do so.  Arizona K-12 provides a practical example as they are using the alignment analysis results to augment areas the state thinks are important. This task takes money, but is easier than starting from scratch and can be a good professional development opportunity when teachers are involved.

2. mechanism to inform people of how well assessments and standards align and what they need to be thinking about as they are teaching and preparing students for accountability tests.

3.  look a the proper limits for interpreting the results of the test, so you don’t over interpret the alignment results. The results allow us to see how well or how poorly a test aligns with standards.

Metaphors for Alignment Goals:  Eva Baker (see Resource slide):  These metaphors discuss different ways of thinking about alignment. 
a. Congruence ~ Agreement.  Most tend to think about alignment as agreement or congruence.  The Achieve model is based on the congruence model. 100% congruence is not achievable; the reality is about 50% congruence.  
b. Set of Correspondences.  Rather than a perfect match, think about test content as sampling from content of standards in a systematic and intentional way. A test only samples learning for some of the standards involved. The issue, however, is that what gets tested is what gets taught. 
c. Bridge.  Curriculum serves as a bridge between standards and testing.  There is not complete congruence, but it involves thinking about how you use curriculum to connect standards and testing.  You teach all the necessary standards, but you may only test some important indicators.
d. Gravitational Pull.  There are core elements in standards that should serve as the focal point for reform.  For example, an emphasis on problem solving abilities cuts across all content areas and should be reflected in the standards and tests.
Note:  different states may decide on different levels of congruence that they are willing to accept; the reason being that they may have different strategies for aligning such as bridging or correspondence. The K-12 system in California uses correspondence
Achieve’s Alignment Protocol (see handout Benchmarking and Aligning Assessments by Rothman, et. al):  The Achieve model has four dimensions that are very similar to the Webb criteria.
a. Content Centrality is very similar to Webb’s categorical congruence.  Achieve uses the term objectives where we have used the term indicator.

  
b. Performance Centrality is the evaluation of cognitive demand of indicators and test items (how learners will demonstrate knowledge and skill – look for verbs).

c. Challenge Source is a construct measure. Looks at the question, “Is the reason for a test item being hard or easy related to the standards or is it related to something else?”  
Challenge Level Reviewers also look at sets of items in a test to determine if the test globally represents a degree of challenge comparable to the standards.

d. Balance and Range is defined similarly by Webb. Range, or coverage, relates to the percent of indicators that are measured. Balance considers the proportion of test items that represent the same content and performance expressed in the standards (see Rothman, pp 19-20).
Achieve’s Alignment Protocol:  Three Stages 
Note: there is also a pre-stage which involves training the evaluators so that they are familiar with the standards, the tests and the process.  

Stage 1. Item by item analysis starts by mapping (or creating a blueprint) confirming which test items are connected to which standards.  A test publisher, independent expert, or teachers can do this analysis.  Basically this is a content match. Each item is rated for content and performance centrality. The test blueprint takes into account just the content match and is not looking at the level of challenge (see Rothman, pp 9-14).

Stage 2.  Rating source and level of challenge. Raters judge test items to see if they measure the content and the performance as stated in the standard (fair source).  To determine the level of challenge reviewers look at a set of items to determine quantitatively if the overall demand of the items matches the expectations in the standards (see Rothman, pp 17-19).


Stage 3.  Rating balance looks at the relative emphasis of items on the test against the standards and range of standards covered by each test (see Rothman pp. 19-20).


Achieve’s Alignment Protocol and Ratings. A summary of the item by item ratings for five states for elementary English language arts standards can be found in the Rothman paper on pages 22-25. Note that the results show state E is the outlier and scores lower on most criteria.  One explanation for this pattern is that standards in State E are stated in a way that is too general to adequately be measured by test items. In contrast State C is in reasonably good range (between 50 and 67 %), but level of challenge rating was quite low.  State C’s assessment didn’t represent high level of performance, which is a problem for many states. For State A the range score was very low because the standards are over specific which results in too many standards, and the test can’t cover that many standards (i.e., the converse of State E).
 

Susan raised the point that if other criteria look good but the range does not, examine whether the test hits the main points. They may feel better if they are testing things they feel are most important. But it is a warning flag when the range is that low and you have to look at results and to determine what it means in this context.
Some Resources 
3rd source: Test Publishers See More Alignment than Teachers
Study looked at degree to which publishers and teachers agreed about the alignment match.  They found that there was not a very good match.

4th source: Nine Requirements for a Responsible State Assessment System 
Provides a set of nine criteria to guide policy in developing, using and evaluating tests.   Published by the Commission on Instructionally Supportive Assessment (Oct 2001).  
Discussion Points
· What are you goals for alignment? 
· What would want to get (learn) from alignment analysis? 
· How will you use results of the alignment analysis?


QUESTIONS
Participant offered a comment related to communication and buy-in. People are asking how well the accountability tests align with the new standards.  


The goal would be explaining the connection and helping people understand what degree of alignment is possible and what that means in terms of accountability.  Regie commented that this is where having content correspondence is useful. Think how to use instruction as a bridge. It’s important to let people know that you don’t need 100% alignment.  Focus on the positive benefits of the standards and make the best of tests we have.
Participant asked for examples of ways to supplement when there is a lack of congruence between assessments and standards and benchmarks. 
Regie indicated that one way is to emphasize the centrality of the curriculum and acknowledge areas that are not assessed, but are extremely important and need to be taught. Look at the curriculum as the bridge.  Susan commented that the Arizona standards go way beyond the tests and being honest about that has made some teachers feel a great amount of pride about their profession by acknowledging that the tests only goes so far.  Some programs use portfolios as a way to supplement state tests and is a good way to get teachers together to talk about student work and whether students are meeting standards.  

Susan recommends having a mix of expert help and instructors looking at alignment.  It helps resistant instructors know where gaps are up front.  States don’t need tests that test everything. Programs need multiple forms of assessments given over period of time such as project related assessments to help instructors think about how they are going to move students to next level and higher goals.
Participant said that his state conducted an alignment analysis with CASAS and BEST.  A weakness occurs when instructors focus on certain areas of the framework which is not the main focus of the CASAS tests.  CASAS covers a lot of competencies that teachers do not cover (i.e., some teachers really like to cover grammar portions very thoroughly).  The challenge for his state is to provide professional development and redesign the framework layout.  They need to focus more on vertical alignment rather than the horizontal alignment.  See the state’s Adult ESOL website for the alignment results. 


Susan indicated that parsing the standards is great professional development and it will help instructors learn how to assess better at the classroom and program levels.  
Reggie cautioned that alignment results need to be presented carefully because an analysis will always show gaps and that can be politically powerful.  It is important to make sure people know what the results actually mean and how you will use the results.  For example, what needs to be adjusted in instruction? Are there new choices for tests? Can the current tests be augmented or will the testing company modify them?

There are no assessments out there that do everything people want them to do and often choosing the best is okay.
Participant commented that they thought teachers would be more invested if they did the alignment themselves.  Teachers would let the field know where gaps are and how to fill in with informal assessments.  
Susan commented that it’s a great thing to bring teachers in and have them trained as part of professional development to learn how to go through the alignment process.  In one state it was mind-boggling for teachers at first, but it was excellent professional development. “When the field is involved they trust results.”  She suggested having someone who has conducted an alignment process before lead a group with a mix of experts and teachers.  Teachers need enough time and training to get comfortable with what they are going to do.  Part of the training for teachers is taking the test they going to be evaluating so they are familiar from the test-taker’s perspective. 
Ronna asked how many states have teachers actually take the tests they are using.
Susan and Regie concurred that not all teachers need to take the test and participate in the alignment review.  It works well with a task force. 
Closing

Renee encouraged participants to use the Consortia Community Center for additional conversation on issues of alignment. She reminded everyone that the next conference call will be on September 20th.   And she requested members to recommend other topics to discuss in September. 
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