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tudentsacross Americaare being teted a unprecedented raes duein large part to aproliferation of

Yate devloped and administered assessments Forty-gight of the nation®50 sates have adopted some
form of gatewide asssssment program, collectively spending hundreds of millionsof dollarsannudly on
increasngly complex sysems In the pad, satestended to test only the so-cdled bascsof language artsand
mathematics Today, many sudentsare being tesed in additiond academic areas, such asstience and socid
dudies aswdl asin nontraditiona content, such asworkplace readiness Complicating the picture are the
high gakesassodated with much of the assessment: for udents, test results may affect grade promation or
graduation; for schoolsor digricts they can trigger accountability-rdaed rewards and sanctions In this sea of
Satewide, high-stakes aseessment, it@logica to wonder if and how /ocal assessment fitsin.

Written by Stanley Rabinowitz A locd program condgsof aforma st of assessment approaches and tools developed or
and Sri Ananda sdected by school digtrictsor, in some cases, individua schoolsto meet their own needs This
isdiginct from assessments developed by an individua dassoom teacher for hisor her own
purposes, such asend-of-unit tetsor the Friday quiz. Developing and implementing alocd
gystem requires extengve expertise, time, and money N in other words alot of effort. Given
the degree and type of gatewidetegting, arelocad programs<ill worth that effort?The answer
isaresounding yes but only if key criteriaare met.

| . . Thisbrief makesthe case for thoughtful digrict- or school-driven assessment sygemsthat
mproving education through . . i
research, development, and service complement, and go beyond, what datewide teting sysemsare ableto accomplish. It



dexcribesimportant attributes of modd locd
asessment programs Findly, it presentsthe necessary
gepsfor building aloca assessment program tha will
dicit information that isof vaue gecificdly to
teachers gudents and parentsand that isrardy
available from date assessment programs*

State Vs. Local Assessment:
A Role for Each

As datewide assesament programsfocusincreasngly on
high-gakes sudent and school accountability concerns,
they mug rdy increasngly on narrower and more
conservative assssament methods, primarily multiple-
choicetess The grong suit of thexingrumentsis
their ability, in avaid, rdiable, and eficient manner, to
reved paternsof reaive
grengths and wesknesses across
large groups of gudents Such
information can sErveasan
early warning sysem, pointing
to content areas, chools
sudent groups and even
individuad sudentswarranting
greater atention. What such
datewidetestsgenerdly do not
yidd is gpecific-enough datato
usein targeting ingruction for
individuad sudents Thisleaves
adear and essntid rolefor
locd assessment: developing
diagnogtic information about
wha gudentsdo wel, wherethey are having difficulty,
and how theingructiona program might be adjusted
to addressther gedific neads

Locd assessment programs have greater potentid for
generaing thiskind of complex information largdy

* Rabinowitz and Ananda (2000) explain the reasons behind
the growth in gaewide asssssment programsand describe what
amodd date program might look likein A Model Student
Assessment System to Support School Accountabilily, a paper
presented a the Coundil of Chief Sate School OfficersdAnnud
Conference on Large-Scale Assessment, Showbird Village, Utah.

Balancing Local Assessment with Statewide Testing

lrmovative assessiment
approaches, such as

the use of projects,
cannot easily

match the technical
quality of traditional

testing methodologies.

because they are not bound by the same condraintsas
datelevd programs Asaresult, they can more
redligicaly incorporate innovaive assessment methods
auch asportfoliosand performance events which are
able to generate more secific information about the
drengths and wesknesses of individud gudents

STATE-LEVEL LIMITATIONS

Heavily influencing the devdlopment of saewide
asesments are two overlapping issues the technica
adequacy of asssssmentsand their efficiency.

Technical Adequacy. In ahigh-dakesteging
environment, assessment insgruments must
demongrate sufficient technicd qudity to support
accountability decidons (eg., Sudent retention,
promotion, graduation,
teacher awards, school
snctions); otherwise, the
asEsIment agency risks
litigation. With regard to high
school graduation teging and
other sudent accountability
measures, for example, legd
rulingshave st avery high
technicd bar, requiring $rong
evidence of rdiability, vaidity,
access, and lack of bias While
many years of research and
devdopment have goneinto
innovetive asessment
goproaches such asthe use of
projects, portfolios or running records those
approaches cannot eesly match thetechnica qudlity of
traditiond testing methodologies Thetechnica
adequacy of multiple-choicetesing, or multiple-choice
testing coupled with some short congructed-reponse
items, remains better undersood, esser to
demondrate, and therefore more practicd for dae-
levd assessment.

Among the many examples of how gaeteging has
become increadngly conservative to support high-sakes
policiesis Kentucky®decison to drop performance



eventsand the mathematics portfolio from its
asessment and accountability sygem. To further
increase the rdiability of the sysem, it hasadded the
norm-referenced Comprehensve Teds of Basc ills
Another exampleis CdliforniaBinterim decison to base
itsaccountability sygem on Sanford 9 scores because
more innovative approaches

required moretimeto

deveop and implement.

Feding pressured
by public frugration about
large numbers of poorly
performing schools under-
prepared college freshmen,
and ill-prepared entry-leve
workers many gate
policymakersN governors
legidaors gae boards of
education N sek changes
tha will yidd vigbleimprovements quickly. More and
more, they arelooking to school and sudent
accountability sysems, and they want these sygemsin
place now. This sense of urgency tendsto rule out
performance-based assessments, which take longer to
deveop than multiple-choice tetsand are generdly
more cogtly to implement.

For example, multiple-choice tetscan be machine
scored in very littletime a nomina cod. By contragt,
datewide scoring of Sudent essays, projects and
portfoliostakesfar moretime and can cog millions of
dollarsbecause it involves human scorerswho mug be
trained, with ther work cdibrated and monitored.
Moreover, even if assessment devdlopment time was not
an isue, ome daeswould gill hestate to use such
methods because ther implementation would be seen
by many asencroaching on preciousingructiond time.
Add to thisthe cogt of teacher professona
devdopment in how to implement performance
asessment and it@easy to understand why satesare
choosing to rdy ingead on traditiona assesament
methods, even if they only messure globd performance
of gudentsand school sysems

While the technica adequacy and efficiency of
asesment aredso isuesa thelocd levd, they are
more easly managed. Rarely are locally developed
asessmentsused for graduation or sysem
accountability purposes
Thislowersthe technica
requirementsfor assessment
ingruments and abroader
range of evidence can jugtify
their use. For example, the
somewhat lower rdiability
of aperformance task may
be counter-bdanced by its
higher content vaidity and
consequentid vdidity. From
an dficdiency pergective,
with gudent graduation on
theline thetechnica bar
for agaetest could require
tha gudent essaysbe read twice, each timeby a
different scorer. At theloca levd, when the principd
purpose of the assessment isdiagnods essaysmight be
read only once by the sudentsieacher, thereby saving
money and ensuring assessment resultsin amoretimely
faghion. Also, performance tasks are best implemented
and managed at the dlassyoom levd. Locdly developed
sygemsareableto involve alarger percentage of
affected classoom teechersa dl phasesof the
devdopment and implementation process, increasing
their buy-in. Findly, localy developed tasks enaure the
greatest degree of match between wha isvaued a the
locdl leve and what is assessed.

Yet, despite fewer condraintsrdated to technica
adequacy or fficency, many locd officias have been
tempted to devdlop sysemsthat essntidly duplicate
their sate@assessment program, using identica tools
and focugng on the same content, jud at different
grades The perceived logic isthis Because date
asessment programstypicaly measure sudent
achievement in only sdected gradesN for example, 4,
8, and 11 N using the sameingrument to measure
achievement in al other gradeswould alow schoolsto
devdop completetrend linesfor al gudents In theory,
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thiswould measure annud individua growth. Yet for
the mgority of sudents little grade-to-grade variation
occursin performance on gandardized tets whether
thetedsare norm-referenced or criterion-referenced;
such testsare not desgned to show rdiable individud
growth in these rdativdly amdl increments So tegting
al sgudentsfor thispurpose would wase time and
money. A more sengble reason for usng comparable
asesment ingrumentsto ted
in off gradeswould beto
predict later performancein the
accountability grades. Schools
could useteg resultsto identify
likely sudent performance
deficits then make
programmatic or ingructiona
changesto addressthese
performance gaps before
performance actudly @ountedO
for accountability purposss

H owever, even thiscould be
more efficiently accomplished
by tesing only & certain grades
(esopposed to tegting all
grades) for prediction purposss
It could dso be accomplished by usng avdid locd
predictive dternative, such astescher observation.

Preferable ill isamore targeted approach to locd
asessment overdl, onethat reflects good assessment
practice and is condgent with requirementsfor federa
and gate compensatory educaion programs The modd
sysem would dlow schoolsto concentrate limited
resources on in-depth assessment and anadyss of those
dudentsand content aressmog in need of attention.

Attributes of a Model Local
Assessment Program

Asimplied above, efective and eficient loca
asessment programswill complement, rather than
duplicate, satewide efforts Moreover, they are
reponsveto locd congdituencies induding gudents
parents teachers adminigrators and the community at
large. In building or revisng aloca assessment

Balancing Local Assessment with Statewide Testing

Local assessments
should provide
detailed diagnostic
information for each
student because state
tests provide only
basic global information

at the student level.

program, locd policymakers and teachers working
together, should ensurethat the sysem hasthe
following atributes

Linked to State and Local Content Standards.

Idedlly, gate content gandardsreflect knowledge and
illsthat are gppropriate for dl sudentsand
meesurable on a satewide assessment. But locd
communities might vaue
additiond content or illsthat
would not meat those criteria
They could, for example, have
their own gandardsreflecting
locad values and economic needs
Thus, locd curriculum and,
therefore, asssssments might
reflect different content or a
different emphadsthan that
embodied in the date dandards
and assssament. In itsnew dae
content gandards Nevada
actudly desgnateswhich
dandards are gppropriatdy
asesed d thegatelevd N

in the gate graduation tes and
other required satewidetessN and which are best
addresed locally because they must be assessed with
more innovaive methods

Provide Information Valued at the Local Level.

Locd assessments should provide detaled diagnogic
information for each sudent because Sateteds ather
by virtue of the design chosen or dueto inherent
methodologica congraints provide only basc globa
information a the gsudent levd. A typicd date
mathematicsted, for example, provides areasonable
measure of whether agtudent isgenerdly srong or
week in mathematics It can aso provide amoderatdy
reliable assessment of astudent®rdative srengthsat
the sub-scoreleve (eg., computation vs problem
lving, dgebravs geometry). But it can providelittle
ussful data on how to address performance weskneses
By contrad, awel-desgned locd assessment can supply
diagnogtic information. Digrictsor schools might
choose one of two gpproachesto filling the diagnogic
void, depending on the extent of the achievement gap



Local officials must determine when performance-based assessments are the best tool for accomplishing important instructional
and accountability goals. In many cases, they will decide that sufficient information can be obtained from multiple-choice
assessment (or from multiple-choice plus constructed-response tasks). The following questions can help in making this
determination:

Performance tasks are expensive and time-
consuming to develop, implement, score, and report. Local programs should develop or adapt assessment tasks only for
those content areas in which students are known to be performing poorly and/or on students who have been performing
below standard. It may also make sense to use them to assess areas in which local decision-makers are simply not
satisfied with the data yielded by other types of tests.

A common complaint about the use of
performance assessment in statewide programs is the length of time from administration to reporting. This is due mainly to
the hand-scoring requirement. The same problem can plague local efforts. Results must be available when needed for
important decisions:; designing a student's education plan, placing students in an appropriate program, or determining if
an instructional program should be continued or revised. Because, as noted earlier, lower stakes allows greater scoring
flexibility locally, the time from administration to reporting could be shortened. For instance, a classroom teacher could
score the tasks for her own students and there might be no need for a second person to score the same tasks. Equally
important, results must be provided in a user-friendly format for students, teachers, and parents. Because performance
events yield more complex, unwieldy, and unfamiliar information than that obtained from multiple-choice tests, care must
be taken in the design and interpretation of reports for intended audiences.

Many great assessment ideas are poorly implemented because planners have underesti-
mated the effort and resources required to implement them. Teachers tend to underestimate the amount of time necessary
for students to complete complex tasks, while administrators tend to underestimate the degree of support required for
teachers and students to be successful (e.g., professional development on how to teach more complex content). For this
reason, experienced consultants should be used as needed in the design phase and at key checkpoints throughout the
process, for example, at the point of developing a scoring report. Also, it is often better to begin using performance
assessments in one grade and one content area rather than jumping headfirst into all subjects across grades. This more
targeted approach requires setting clear priorities. Although this may ruffle some feathers among those who feel their
students or content areas are being left behind, the consequences of trying to move ahead in a less focused manner can
be a legacy of failure — and skepticism about any assessment innovation.

Even if they have answered the first three questions positively, local staff should
always ask themselves whether there is a more efficient method of getting the information they need about student
learning. How much better must a performance-based approach be to justify its use over a traditional multiple-choice
counterpart? This question can only be answered through analyzing both needs and available resources. Costs need to be
considered not just in fiscal terms, but in terms of lost or gained opportunities (e.g., what other things would we not be
able to do if we developed these assessments? What would be the cost of failure?).

When the answer to all of these questions is yes, performance assessment can play a key role in a local program. And when
performance assessments are combined with locally developed or adapted multiple-choice assessments — or when their
results are considered in conjunction with helpful data from state-level tests — the result is a coherent, local assessment
system that provides the ideal balance to state-level testing.
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among ther sudentsand the extent of available
resources. They can adminiger more detaled
asesmentsto dl gudentswith theintent of building a
talored education plan for each, or they can focus
atention on sudentsidentified by the gatetest as
achieving bdow gandard, then concentrate reources
and diagnogtic atention on thissmaler pool. This
latter approach ismore efficient because it takes
advantage of rdiable information from the dateted to
identify the mog presing needs alowing schoolsto
concentrate their more limited resourceson this
targeted sudent population.

Support Teaching and Learning. Large-scale, sygem-
monitoring assessmentsa the satelevd don®tend to
promote thoughtful dassroom practices In fact, they
often reault in anarrowing of ingruction asteachers
focuson raisng tes scores And because the format of
mog daetedsislargdy multiple choice, in ther
attempt to prepare sudentsfor thetest, teachersmay
givelessingructiona atention to certain higher-order
ills(e.g., conceptud underganding). Free from some
of the congraintsof agatelevd program, aloca
asessment program hasgreater potentid to promote
more effective teaching and learning. It can do s by
using performance-based assessment tools such as
projects, demongrations, journas sudentsdf-
evduaions and/or portfolios to support grester
devdopment of sudentOnetacognitive abilities (e.g.,
problem solving, critica reasoning, gpplication of
knowledge in red-world contexts).

The Development of Local
Assessment Systems

Severd comprehensve guidesare available to help locd
educators develop and implement assessments designed
for gpedific gods sudent populations and content aress
(Assessment Laboratory Network, 2000; O®eill &
Sansbury, 2000; Siggins 1999). Wha followsisa brief
overview of the gepsthat ensure the mog efficient and
effective implementation of loca asssssments Thee
depsare necesary irreective of theingruments
chosen, and of whether the school or didrict decidesto
deveop its own assesaments or use or adapt exiging

o ‘ Balancing Local Assessment with Statewide Testing

tests Notetha, asagenerd rule the moreinnovative
the program, the more time and effort are necessary for
successful implementation. Schools should plan on 12D
18 monthsto devdop and pilot potentid assessments
before they can beimplemented. In many casss it might
be bes to gagger the development process across severa
school years rather than attempt to Smultaneoudy
implement al componentsof alocd sysem.

Identify and Prioritize N eeds and Goals.

Theneedsthat the locd assessment sygem is

expected to address and its expected outcomes
should beidentified esearly aspossble. Only then can
daff decide what combination of assessment
ingrumentsisgppropriate. In making that decison,
it@important to condder the concept of value added: |s
the assessment being proposed worth thetime and
effort of sudentsand teachers?Isthere another less
cogtly way of getting the information sought?H ow
would this assessment work contributeto raisng the
achievement of all dudents particularly those mog at
risk?Having conddered these quettions policymakers
then need to meet with and gather the support of
congituencieswithin and beyond the school wals
(eg., teachers parents busnessleaders). Mog
important a thispoint isdeveoping a process by
which decisonswill be made and resourcesfound and
dlocated. Lead gaff mug beidentified, trained, and
empowered.

Meet With State Assessment O fficials.

Beforeinvesing in a new asssssment sysem,

locd gaff should meet with their counterparts
a the gatelevd who ded with both assessment policy
and technicd issues Thiscommonly overlooked sep
can yidd severd advantages Frg, athorough
underganding of the gate program, induding itsfuture
directions can ensurethat thelocd program is
complementary, not duplicative. Next, gate officids
might be ableto identify other locd agenciestha have
embarked on smilar devdopment activities Finadly, the
gate may be ableto dlocate technica gaff and other
repurcesto assg in thelocd effort.



Identify Resources. Localdeelopmentakes

time and money, including the cogs of shifting

gaf from other activities Budgets nead to be
developed. Outsde sources of funding (e.g., busnesses
foundations) may be required. Externd technical
conaultants might be needed. Some exiging teging
instumentsmaybeaailablethat canbeadoptecor
adapted, reaulting in subgtantia savings In some
ingances policymakersmug decide whether ongoing,
repetitive tasks quch assooring and reporting, should be
an internd function or contracted out. An excdlent
resource may be other schoolsor digrictswith smilar
goalsandplansjf so,aconsortiuncanbeformedto pool
talentandresouctesandto createothersignificansavings
and eficiencies A wel-devdloped plan (seedep 1) is
esentid for aredigic esimate of the human and fiscd
resources needed and for their gppropriate dlocation.

Convene D evelopment Teams.

While exiging ingruments may be available,

chances are that some additiona development
will be necessary. In dmogt every case, the use of
development teams, provided with aproper charge
and training, will improvethefind product, as
compared to the results of an individua working done.
The use of conaultantsfamiliar with thetes-
devdlopment process can beinvauable a thispoint.
Teamshould condg of teachers adminigrators and
when appropriate, parents and other community
members This makeup will reult in both more vdid
tasksand broader support for their implementation.

Provide N ecessary Professional D evelopment.

The professona development needs of

teachers expected to implement the new
sygem mug be consdered asearly assep 1.
A complex sysem tha no one can implement is
doomed. Professond development activitiesfdl into
four generd categories (@) the philosophy and goals of
thelocd assessment sysem; (b) how to teech
conggtent with that philosophy; (¢) how to adminiger
the actua assessments induding scoring; and (d) how
tointerpret results for teechers sudents parents and
adminigrators. Training might need to be repested
over timeto reach nemly hired g&ff and to refresh the
knowledge of exiging teachersand adminigreators

Pilot Tasks and Reports. All new tasks mugt

undergo apilot-test process. This @Iress

rehearsa Owill ensure that taskswork as
expected and teachers sudents, and support gaff are
ready for the new expectations Piloting can do
identify specific content tha teachers might have
thought they were teaching wel, but for which
asessment scores show otherwise Thisinformation can
then lead to changesin curriculum and/or ingruction.

Revise Tasks Based on Pilot Results.

Invariably, glitches occur. Some tasks may

take longer to adminiger than expected or
not work a al. Othersmay not be equaly suitable
for dl ssgmentsof the sudent population (eg.,
low-performing sudents). Revison time, often
subgantia, mug be built into the implementation
schedule

Implement and Monitor. Over time, the new

gysem should run more amoothly. Indicators of

success should be devdoped and regularly
monitored throughout the devdlopment and
implementation process

The above process can be complex. But careful
adherence can reault in aloca asssssment program that
complementsits sae counterpart in gods focus and
approach. Properly developed and implemented, alocd
sygem can yidd truly vauable information about
gudent learning N information that can guide
ingruction and program development, ultimatdy
reulting in higher achievement. And when it
complementsthe gae sysem, aloca assesament
program can yied datatha support reform efforts
without overburdening sudents, teachers and the
education sysem in which they operate.
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