G Bcliwether

Testing
the Waters

Insights Into Parent Perspectives on

Through-Year Assessment Implementation

By Michelle Croft, Titilayo Tinubu Ali, and Bonnie O'Keefe

NOVEMBER 2023




+

| CONTENTS

10

12

17

26

27

30

31

32

35

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

INTRODUCTION

WHAT ARE STATES REQUIRED TO TEST?

HOW STATES ARE DESIGNING THROUGH-YEAR
ASSESSMENTS

METHODOLOGY

STATE PROFILES

Delaware
Florida
Nebraska

Texas

AREAS OF OPPORTUNITY

WHY NOT LEAVE INTERIM ASSESSMENTS
TO SCHOOL DISTRICTS?

RECOMMENDATIONS

CONCLUSION

APPENDIX

ENDNOTES

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

ABOUT THE AUTHORS

ABOUT BELLWETHER




Executive Summary

Statewide assessments are an important tool to monitor K-12 students’ learning at the end of each
school year and to share that information with educators, families, and communities.

But what if instead of a single, longer test at the end of the year, with scores trickling in during the summer or

fall, state tests were shorter and embedded throughout the school year? Several states are implementing or

exploring this idea of “through-year” assessments, where multiple tests are administered over a school year.!

Many technical, test design, and implementation
questions are involved in designing new statewide
assessments. These are all critical, shaping often
underexamined aspects of testing: student test
experience and families’ perceptions of testing in

this new structure. Although the state outreach to
students and families is needed generally, it is especially
vital to elevate the experiences and perspectives of
historically marginalized students and families, such as
students of color, students with disabilities, and English
learners (ELs), to understand how new test designs

can best meet the needs of all students and help close
inequitable achievement gaps.

This report identifies four states that have taken
different approaches in designing new through-year
assessments: Delaware, Florida, Nebraska, and Texas.
In each state, we spoke with state assessment directors
and district leaders to learn more about how the tests
worked for students, families, and educators. In all
states except Texas, which is in the early stages of its
pilot, we also spoke with Black and Latino parents and
parents of students with disabilities to hear about their
experiences with the new assessments.

These conversations surface five opportunities for
improving through-year assessment implementation:

® Incorporating parent voices in assessment design
and implementation decisions.

* Improving information flow between the state and
parents, via districts and schools.
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® Monitoring of student test experience and the
effects of new test administrations on students’
school day and year.

e Reporting of scores with more explanatory and
framing information on what new scores signify.

e Clarifying the use cases of different test designs for
accountability versus instructional decisions.

Five policy recommendations emerge for states
interested in improving implementation or other
kinds of assessment innovation:

1. Design new assessment systems to solve an
agreed-upon problem identified by districts and
their communities. Through-year assessments are
more effective when districts and communities
share early buy-in on the model or when it is a
district- or community-led initiative to create the new
assessment model.

2. Increase family and community engagement at
multiple steps in the assessment design process.
Most parents we spoke with felt like they did not
have a voice regarding assessments, and they
would like to have one. Developing stronger
communication channels with parents can help states
better tailor the assessment to the needs of the
community and avoid misunderstandings or distrust
of the assessment and the scores.

Bellwether.org


http://bellwether.org

3. Provide districts with timely, robust resources to
implement and disseminate information about
new tests. Districts largely rely on state resources
for communication. Districts need timely, robust
resources to assure correct implementation of the
testing program and communicate changes in test
administration, uses, and scoring with their teachers,
families, and communities.

4. Implement formal continuous improvement
processes based on monitoring of student
experiences. Given that through-year assessments
are new, states and districts should make a concerted
effort to identify unintended consequences related
to the tests by more thoroughly monitoring and
evaluating testing.

5. Explore making changes to federal law to achieve
the stated goals of through-year assessments.
The goals of through-year assessments are
to reduce testing time; provide more timely,
instructionally relevant results; and use the results
for accountability. These goals magnify the tension
between the accountability and instructional uses
of the test scores. Some of the tension is codified in
the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), the federal
law requiring state assessments, and may require
changes to the law to achieve the goals.?

It is especially vital to elevate the
experiences and perspectives of
historically marginalized students
and families, such as students of
color, students with disabilities, and
English learners.
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Introduction

Each spring, students in grades 3-8 and high school take their state’s end-of-year test. These tests,

required by ESSA, are used for a variety of purposes, such as directing resources to struggling schools and

informing parents and the general public about how well a school is educating all students.?® Because of

their end-of-year timing, the tests cannot help educators and families know if a student is off-track until it is

too late to take action.

Some states are rethinking their approach to these
state assessments to better measure student progress
within the school year, identify students early in the
year who need additional support, and shorten testing
times. New through-year assessments are multiple test
events administered over the course of a school year
"as part of an assessment system designed to produce
a single summative score meeting federal and state
accountability requirements.”*

As these assessments are new, much is unknown
about how they impact students — either positively

or negatively. There is also quite a bit of variation in
how states design the assessments, so one state’s
through-year assessment may impact students very
differently than that of another state’s through-year
assessment. We use examples from four states —
Delaware, Florida, Nebraska, and Texas — to discuss
how the design features in all stages of testing, from
test development to test day to receiving and using
the test results, impact students’ testing experience. In
particular, we focus on the experiences of parents and
students from historically marginalized backgrounds,
specifically Black and Latino students and students with
disabilities.>

Parents are important stakeholders when it comes to
student assessment, as state assessments are one of
the only mechanisms that allow parents to see how
their child is doing academically compared to their
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peers within the state.® Testing and score reports have
been criticized historically for failing to communicate
information to parents’ and, given the nuances and
complexities of understanding the scores from
through-year assessments, this problem may be
exacerbated.

Finally, in any new education policy endeavor, it is
critical to consider its effects on students and families
furthest from educational opportunity and design
solutions through a focus on the needs, contexts,
behaviors, and emotions of the people that the
solutions will serve.® Students and families have

lived experiences of the problems that through-year
assessments aim to solve, and they may bring new
perspectives, challenge existing approaches, and offer
creative solutions. For families of color and parents of
students with disabilities, the ability to contribute to
implementation decision-making and better understand
through-year assessments and scores is particularly
important. These student groups are traditionally
underserved in schools;’ through-year assessments
provide an opportunity to identify students in need
of additional supports earlier in the school year and
tighten communication among families, students, and
teachers. If the needs of these families and students
are not explicitly prioritized in policy design and

test implementation, there is a risk that solutions

may not match the need and may have unintended
consequences that disproportionately impact them.
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What Are States Required to Test?

Under ESSA, states are required to test students annually in grades 3-8 and high school for reading and

math as well as science for certain grade spans.'® States may administer additional tests in other content

areas (e.g., social studies) or grades (e.g., grade 2). The tests are designed to measure the information

students were supposed to have been taught during the school year, based on the state’s content

standards for each grade.™

States must publicly report scores overall and for certain subgroups of students, such as by race and

disability status.'? The scores help inform parents and the broader public about how well schools are

serving students and are used by states to direct resources or supports to schools.

States, districts, and schools also use scores in other
ways outside of federal accountability. For example,
some states use the scores as a component of teacher
evaluation’ and school ratings outside of ESSA."
Similarly, for charter schools, the scores can inform
decisions about school closures.™

In addition to accountability, assessment scores are
used for instructional purposes, some of which were
intended by ESSA. For example, teachers use the
scores to better understand student performance,

and administrators use them to track progress and
understand whether interventions (e.g., implementation
of a reading curriculum) are working.’® Schools may also
use the scores, in conjunction with other information
about students, to place them in certain programs,
either for advancement or remediation."”

Why Are States Considering Through-Year
Assessments?

Historically, most states have opted to use one
end-of-year assessment (hence, “summative testing”)
to measure how much a student has learned within the
year. However, there are limitations to having one
end-of-year test, causing states to rethink that strategy.
Four of the most frequently cited limitations of one
end-of-year assessment include:
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. Late results. Because many states include writing or

open-ended items that must be scored, the scores
are often not available until the summer or the start
of the next school year. Some refer to these tests as
a “post-mortem” because students are in the next
grade by the time results are available and it is too
late to adapt instruction.

. Lack of actionable information for educators and

families. Typical end-of-year assessments are good
for providing higher-level information about how
schools, districts, and other systems are educating
students, but they cannot provide the level of
detailed information needed to directly aid
day-to-day instruction or provide parents with timely
information on their individual child’s learning and
growth.

. Long testing times. Educators, families, and school

administrators have long complained about the
length of end-of-year state tests.'® In recent years,
states have reduced the testing time, but they
continue to disrupt whole days or weeks of school.”
This is often caused by the logistical necessities of
administering multiple, secure tests on computers
to most or all students in a school. Additionally,
districts often supplement state tests with their
own assessments to inform instruction during the
year, multiplying the total time spent on testing for
students and teachers.
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4. Constraints on growth measures. Growth measures
(i.e., how much progress a student makes over
a period of time) are critical to measuring and
incentivizing student progress and are a central part
of many states’ accountability systems. But by only
measuring growth from one school year to the next,
states must grapple with missing data for mobile
students or unusual course progressions, summer
learning loss, and mismatches in standards between
grade levels.?

These goals of faster reporting, less administrative time,
more instructional relevance within the school year,

and newer growth measures have led nearly a dozen
states to adopt — or consider adopting — through-year
assessments.?’

Historically, most states have opted
to use one end-of-year assessment
(hence, “summative testing”) to
measure how much a student has
learned within the year. However,
there are limitations to having one
end-of-year test, causing states to
rethink that strategy.
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How States Are Designing
Through-Year Assessments

For states investigating through-year assessments,?? ESSA allows them to use multiple tests administered

throughout the year as long as the assessment system meets certain requirements, such as adequately

measuring the state’s content standards at a particular grade level.?® Beyond the ESSA requirements, there

are multiple design decisions ranging from when the assessments should be administered to what will be

tested and whether to aggregate the scores.?*

PRODUCING A SUMMATIVE SCORE

Although states typically administer two to three tests throughout the year, many through-year assessments still use

only the last test (sometimes called a “test event”) to produce an end-of-year score for accountability, instead of

combining performance information from multiple points throughout the year. For example, states are only using

the students’ spring test score, instead of using a combination of the students’ fall, winter, and spring scores. For

purposes of this report, we are focusing on state tests that either are or could produce a single summative score,

because through-year assessments are still “a fundamental shift” in conceptualizing a statewide assessment system.?

From our conversations with officials in Delaware,
Florida, Nebraska, and Texas, the most significant
design decision is how the assessment aligns with
standards and curriculum.

Under ESSA, all states must design a test that measures
what students were supposed to be taught that year,
which is called aligning the test to the standards.? If a
state adopts a through-year model, it begins to have
flexibility in when those standards are assessed.

In our conversations with states, this flexibility in when
to assess particular standards through the connection to
the curriculum was named the most significant design
feature.?” Historically, most states have been averse

to implicitly or explicitly directing scope, sequence, or
curriculum via testing, and they leave it to districts to
interpret standards and choose or create a curriculum.®

8  Testing the Waters: Insights Into Parent Perspectives
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But more states are getting active in curriculum quality
and adoption in the following ways:?

¢ Curriculum-aligned: The test is aligned with the
specific curriculum students are taught.

¢ Scope- and sequence-aligned: The state specifies
which standards should be taught and tested during
a particular time of year.

e Standards-aligned: States assess all standards
throughout the year.

Within standards-aligned adoption, the decision of
whether or not to include off-grade items is another
significant design element impacting the way test scores
can be used and understood (Figure).
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Because these assessments are still in their early stages, there may be other types of design considerations, such
as the ability to roll up scores from earlier tests into a composite score, that will become increasingly important or
introduce new variations among state through-year assessments.

FIGURE: RELATIONSHIP AMONG CURRICULUM, SCOPE AND SEQUENCE, AND STANDARDS

CURRICULUM SCOPE AND SEQUENCE STANDARDS
The test is aligned with The state specifies which States assess all standards
the specific curriculum standards should be taught throughout the year.
students are taught. during a particular time of year.

In listening to states talk through their design, the use of off-grade items
is an important distinction between the models, as it may impact the
ability to tailor instruction and how students experience the assessment.

Off-grade No off-grade
level items level items

If a state adopts a through-year model, it begins to have flexibility in when
those standards are assessed. In our conversations with states, this flexibility
in when to assess particular standards through the connection to the
curriculum was named the most significant design feature.
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Methodology

To better understand how the different assessment models impact historically marginalized students’

testing experience, we used data from Education First's report “Through-Year Curriculum-Connected

Assessment,” which details the through-year assessment landscape for the 2022-23 school year. We used

the data to identify states representing the different assessment models, prioritizing those that were

closer to statewide operation.®® We also tried to balance the selection of states with sufficient diversity

(geography and student populations).

Based on the landscapes, we selected four states —
Delaware, Florida, Nebraska, and Texas — representing
three of the four models (Figure).

e Standards-aligned, on-grade-level items: The
Florida Assessment of Student Thinking (FAST) and
Texas' Through-Year Assessment Pilot. Texas was
selected because it has the potential to impact
large numbers of students. Since the state is in the
early stages of its pilot, parents are less aware of
the assessment, so we do not focus as heavily on
Texas as on the other states.

® Scope- and sequence-aligned assessment:

Delaware's Social Studies Through-Year Assessment.

e Standards-aligned, includes off-grade-level items:
The Nebraska Student-Centered Assessment
System (NSCAS) Growth assessment.

Curriculum-aligned assessments are not examined in
this report because this model is currently in review
under Louisiana’s participation in the Innovative
Assessment Demonstration Authority, and other states
are less likely to adopt this model of assessment.*’
Given the history of local control in education, many
states do not have the capability (either legally

or through political capital) to define a scope and
sequence or require a particular curriculum.

To better understand the state assessments and how
they impact students, particularly Black and Latino
students and students with disabilities, we:
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Interviewed state assessment directors and 14
school or district leaders in each state (Delaware,
Florida, Nebraska, and Texas). Of district leaders, we
primarily spoke with assessment directors, as well as
instructional leaders in Nebraska and teacher leaders
of the Social Studies Coalition of Delaware.

Consulted with schools and community groups
who serve families within each state. Many of
the community groups did not work directly with
assessments but were willing to share information
about the project with the families they served.

Spoke with 20 parents in Delaware, Florida, and
Nebraska, through either interviews or focus
groups. The parents we spoke with either identified
as a person of color and/or they had a child with a
disability receiving accommodations on tests.3? We
particularly wanted to hear from these communities
since they often do not have input into assessment
decisions. We spoke with the greatest number of
parents in Florida, which was the furthest along in
implementation, but we also spoke with parents in
Delaware and Nebraska (Appendix). Because Texas

is in the early stages of its pilot and districts reported
not sharing testing information with parents, we did
not speak with parents in that state. We also collected
survey data from nearly 400 Florida parents, which
we predominantly used to identify interviewees and
gather high-level information on parents’ perceptions
of their child’s test experience.
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There are some limitations to our report. Although we
did receive diverse perspectives through the interviews,
the parent perspectives should be interpreted as
illustrative and not representative. We intentionally
chose a purposive sample of parents at this stage in the
development and implementation of through-year state
assessments to focus most on certain subgroups of
students (e.g., Black and Latino students and students
with disabilities) and go deeper in interviews rather than
seeking a broad polling-style sample. Also, given the
ages of the students primarily taking these tests (grades
3-8), we initially explored the feasibility of connecting
directly with students but ultimately chose to rely on
information from parents and district officials instead.

Another limitation is our ability to recruit monolingual,
Spanish-speaking parents. Although we made
concerted attempts to recruit such parents by
translating all recruitment materials into Spanish and
reaching out to organizations serving Spanish-speaking
parents, our efforts were not successful within our
research timeline. We did speak with at least one parent
who was Spanish-speaking, bilingual who preferred to
participate in the interview using English. This gap in
parent perspectives is an area where future research is
needed.®

Given the history of local control

in education, many states do not
have the capability (either legally or
through political capital) to define
a scope and sequence or require a

particular curriculum.
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State Profiles

Through-year assessments vary from state to state. For the four states analyzed in this report —
Delaware, Florida, Nebraska, and Texas — profiles below provide insight into the through-year
assessment landscape in each region (Table).

TABLE: THROUGH-YEAR ASSESSMENT STATE PROFILES (2022-23 SCHOOL YEAR)

Grade Levels School Year Implementation Type of Through-Year

and Subject Areas Started Status Assessment

* Grade 8 history is operational

* Grade 4 civics and history e Grade 4 and grade 6 were

¢ Grade 5 economics and

coaranh Varies by subject; piloted during the 2022-23
geography grade 8 history school year and are operational Scope- and sequence-
Delaware * Grade 6 geography ' . :
e Grade 7 civics and was the first to in the 2023-24 school year aligned
economics pilot in 2021-22 e Grade 5 and grade 7 will be
e Grade 8 history piloted during the 2023-24
school year
e Pre-K through grade 10
English language arts .
Florida (ELA) 2022-23 Operational statewide Standards—allgn.ed, il
5 [ & el grEee 8 on-grade-level items
math
Operational statewide, with isnt:IZinst;-lﬁzgzi
Nebraska e Grades 3-8 math 2020-21 districts sel'e.ctmg Yvhether or level iterns that do not
and ELA not to participate in the fall and . )
winter test events contribute to a student’s
proficiency score
e Grade 5 science Voluntary pilot, approximately .
Texas e Grade 6-7 math 2022-23 8-10% of school districts and iaa_nc:l;;tzc?lnﬁj%:nly
* Grade 8 social studies charters opted to participate 9
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State Profile: Delaware

Background

The Delaware Social Studies Standards are designed
for grade bands instead of grade levels. Schools

are required to teach four content areas — Civics,
Economics, Geography, and History — over the course
of two years for students while they are in grades 4-5
and within three years for students in grades 6-8.

Districts and schools have traditionally struggled to map
the four social studies content areas within the two- to
three-year grade clusters. This has resulted in a wide
array of approaches to content and course design.

The Social Studies Coalition, a network of the majority
of Delaware local education agencies, partnered with
the Delaware Department of Education to articulate
the standards into a new course design with the
development of recommended curricular materials

so that it was clearer what content should be taught
when. The change helped to add specificity regarding
consistent expectations and experiences across the
state. The partnership also contributed to the design of
the through-year social studies assessment system.

Grade Levels and Subject Areas

Delaware’s phasing in of through-year assessments is
piloted in the initial year and operational in the second
year of implementation.3* Starting in the 2021-22

school year, the state implemented new recommended
curriculum in eighth-grade history and piloted the
through-year assessment. The eighth-grade history
assessment was operational for the 2022-23 school year.
Also in the 2022-23 school year, the state piloted fourth-
grade civics and history and sixth-grade geography
assessments. Delaware is piloting fifth grade and
seventh grade in the current 2023-24 school year.

13 Testing the Waters: Insights Into Parent Perspectives
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Test Events

The state administers three test events.®® They include
fall (November to early December), winter (mid-
February to early March), and spring (May). Each testing
window is approximately three weeks.*

Test Length

The test is untimed. Students may take it over two days
if necessary; however, it is designed to be administered
within one class period.¥”

Score Reporting

Students receive their raw score (i.e., the number
answered correctly) immediately after submitting their
test.

Although eighth-grade scores are included in the test
portal, the state did not provide individual score reports
during the 2022-23 school year because it was waiting
to share score reports with parents after the summer
standard-setting process.

How Each of the Individual Tests May Be
Used for Accountability Purposes

The scores are used as part of Delaware’s accountability
system. To calculate the score, the state uses a
gradebook method in which each test is rolled up into a
total score.

Bellwether.org
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State Profile: Florida

Background
Gov. Ron DeSantis championed the state’s FAST
assessment to:

e Shift from the end-of-year assessments to “progress
monitoring for accountability.”3®

® Minimize the stress of testing by having three
shorter tests instead of one longer end-of-year
assessment.

e Reduce testing time.

The Florida Legislature codified the proposal in Senate
Bill 1048 (2022).%

The assessments are adaptive in that a student’s
performance on the first progress-monitoring tool helps

inform the starting point on the subsequent assessment.

Grade Levels and Subject Areas
Pre-K through grade 10 for ELA and pre-K through
grade 8 for math.*

14 Testing the Waters: Insights Into Parent Perspectives
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Test Events

FAST is administered three times a year, and each
administration is called a “PM" (short for progress
monitoring).*’

PM1 occurs at the beginning of the year from mid-
August through the end of September. PM2 is the
midyear test event, taking place in early December
through the end of January. PM3 is the end-of-year test,
which is administered in May through early June.*?

Test Length

The recommended testing time for PM1 and PM2 varies
based on grade and content area and ranges from 80 to
100 minutes. PM3 ranges from 100 to 120 minutes.*

Score Reporting
Parents can see their child’s score in the test portal
24 hours after the test is completed.

How Each of the Individual Tests May Be
Used for Accountability Purposes

Currently, only the score for PM3 is used for
accountability. As part of Senate Bill 1048, the state
will be studying whether PM1 and PM2 can be used for
accountability purposes.
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State Profile: Nebraska

Background

Nebraska's NSCAS Growth assessment grew out of an
interest from the state and some districts to reduce the
amount of testing and provide faster results.

The state wanted the assessments to have
instructionally useful information and created a test
in two parts. The first part of the test is on-grade-
level (i.e., questions designed to measure the state’s
standards for the student’s current grade). The second
part of the test adapts to provide off-grade-level
items (i.e., questions designed to measure the state’s
standards for the grade above or below the student’s
current grade) so that educators may have a better
sense of students’ areas of strengths and growth.
Information from the earlier test events also helps to
identify where students start on later test events.*

Districts are currently required to participate in the
spring test event but may participate in fall and winter
testing. The state had planned to require districts to
implement the fall test in the 2022-23 school year*® but
delayed the change to require the fall test event.* In
January 2023, the State Board of Education voted to
postpone moving to a through-year model for the 2023-
24 school year,* such that the fall and winter test events
are optional in the 2023-24 school year.*® The delays
were due, in part, to technical concerns about the
assessment, such as the amount of error associated with
the test score and discrepancies between the NSCAS
Growth scores and the district-administered interims, as
well as making improvements to the assessment, such
as improving score reporting.*

In response to concerns from districts, the State
Department of Education also made changes to the
types of off-grade-level items a student may see on the
test. Originally, students would only receive a grade
level higher or lower than their enrolled grade. For the
2022-23 school year, the State Department of Education
adjusted the constraints on the computer-adaptive test

15 Testing the Waters: Insights Into Parent Perspectives
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engine, which selects the items a student will see based

on their previous answers, so that students could receive
up to two grade levels above and unlimited grade levels
below their enrolled grade level.

Grade Levels and Subject Areas
Grades 3-8 math and ELA.

Test Events

The state offers three test events, although districts do
not have to participate in both the fall and winter test
event.® All must participate in the spring test event.

The fall test is administered from mid-August until the
end of September. The winter test may be administered
from early December until the end of January. The spring
test is administered in April to mid-May.

Test Length
The state recommends a 90-minute testing time for math
and ELA, and there are approximately 45 questions.®’

Score Reporting
Schools may download score reports to share with
parents.

How Each of the Individual Tests May Be
Used for Accountability Purposes

Originally, the state sought to bank performance on
individual items, but it shifted to planning to bank
performance on test events. For example, if a student
met the proficiency standard during the fall test, the
student could use that score for end-of-year proficiency.

In 2023, the state determined that only the end-of-

year test event could be used. The decision was in part
because the test design could not guarantee that a
student would meet the on-grade-level blueprint for the
fall and winter assessment and in part because the state
interpreted ESSA as requiring the proficiency decision to
be based on end-of-year knowledge and skills.
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State Profile: Texas

Background

The Texas Through-Year Assessment Pilot is a
legislatively required pilot program under House Bill
3906.%2 The bill identified goals that the statewide
assessments are as short as practicable and minimize
the disruption to the educational program. The pilot
explores whether a through-year assessment model,
which provides students multiple opportunities
throughout the school year to demonstrate their
mastery of standards, is a possible replacement for the
state’s current end-of-year test.

House Bill 3906 is fairly vague and allowed the Texas

Education Agency (TEA) flexibility in designing the pilot.

The TEA conducted stakeholder focus groups to help
inform the design of the assessment (Disclosure).

The test uses an adaptive design so that how the
student performs on earlier test events helps identify
where they will start on later test events.>®

Grade Levels and Subject Areas

For the 2022-23 school year, the pilot was available in
grade 5 science, grades 6-7 math, and grade 8 social
studies.>*

16 Testing the Waters: Insights Into Parent Perspectives
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Test Events

The state administers three test events. They include
Opportunity 1 (mid-November), Opportunity 2 (end
of January/beginning of February), and Opportunity
3 (end of March/early April).>> Each test window is
approximately one week.

Test Length
For Opportunities 1 and 2, the tests are designed to be
as short as possible, with 17-20 questions per test.

The state planned for Opportunity 3 to be longer than
those in Opportunities 1 and 2 but still be shorter
than the end-of-year State of Texas Assessments of
Academic Readiness.

Score Reporting

Because the test is in the pilot stage, the scores are not
included in the state’s test portal. Teachers can access
the scores and print out individual score reports for
families.

How Each of the Individual Tests May Be
Used for Accountability Purposes

The scores are not currently used for accountability.
The TEA plans to use the pilot data collected over
multiple years to determine if it is possible to roll up the
individual scores into a summative score.”’
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Areas of Opportunity

Through conversations with state, district, and community organization leaders and parents, five areas of

opportunity emerged. The opportunities relate to communication and the need for additional resources

but also to how the tests impact a student'’s educational experience. Some areas of opportunity are unique

to through-year assessment models, and others are areas where state assessments more generally can

improve when switching to a new assessment. Areas of opportunity include:

1. Incorporating parent voices in assessment design
and implementation decisions.

2. Improving information flow between the state and
parents, via districts and schools.

3. Monitoring of student test experience and the
effects of new test administrations on students’
school day and year.

4. Reporting of scores with more explanatory and
framing information on what new scores signify.

5. Clarifying the use cases of different test designs for
accountability versus instructional decisions.

OPPORTUNITY 1
Incorporating parent voices in assessment
design and implementation decisions.

States have engaged in little outreach to parents when
designing the new assessments. The limited outreach is,
in part, because the assessments and their operational
timelines were legislatively prescribed in Texas and
Florida. Texas' House Bill 3906 required the TEA to
develop its pilot program.®® In Florida, Gov. DeSantis
originally championed the proposal that required an
operational progress monitoring assessment.>” The
intent of the resulting bill, Senate Bill 1048, was to
prioritize measuring growth within the assessment
system as well as having shorter tests, which limited the
flexibility when Florida was designing the system.¢°
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With the exception of Texas, the states reported
primarily receiving information and feedback from
district officials on design decisions. In Texas, the state
conducted focus groups with educators, parents, and
students when planning the assessment'’s design.
When recruiting for the focus groups, the TEA tried to
account for location (i.e., urbanicity) and socioeconomic
status, as well as ensuring representation from both
traditional public schools and charter schools. The TEA
also continues to collect information from students by
administering optional short surveys to all students
participating in the pilot directly after the students take
the tests. Similarly, Texas educators and administrators
provide feedback throughout the year in various ways,
including surveys.

Delaware state officials do informally talk with students
about the test design and the test experience as part
of monitoring to ensure tests are being administered
properly, but the state has not done specific outreach
to parents. In speaking with Delaware parents, they
believed that there is likely a system for parents to
provide input but thought that any system would be
difficult to navigate and, more important, the parents
did not think that the state would use parent input.

The lack of outreach is important, because parents
have differences in opinion on the usefulness of the
test design. For example, although some Florida
parents saw the value in having a within-year measure
of student growth, other parents do not find all testing
events valuable.
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"I know that [opportunities to provide
input] exist. So it's almost like it's a
guarded secret, and you don't like to

talk about where those opportunities
exist. And | think that even when parents
do give input, | don't think most of the
parents that I've talked to in Delaware
feel like they have a whole lot of faith that
their opinions matter.”

—DELAWARE PARENT

OPPORTUNITY 2
Improving information flow between the
state and parents, via districts and schools.

Parents cannot always keep up with information about
state assessments, especially in recent years with
multiple testing changes and disruptions due to the
COVID-19 pandemic. Parents and community partners
found it difficult to keep track of state assessments.
Florida parents talked about how tests change every
few years, to the point where they do not know which
test is currently administered. A Delaware community
partner noted the same issue with evolving assessments

and feeling like she could not keep up with the changes.

The problem of switching assessments was
compounded in Florida. A few parents were unaware
that their children took state tests multiple times
throughout the year. Others knew there was a new
test but did not feel like it was much different than the
previous test. Similarly, the Delaware parents we spoke
with whose children participated in the social studies
pilot testing were unaware of a new test.
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Parents Want More Useful Information Beyond the
Testing Calendar

Parents expressed an interest in better understanding
the test but need additional resources. Many parents
are not provided with information about the test and
how the scores will be used. Florida parents reported
that they are mostly told about the testing calendar
and general tips related to testing, like getting a good
night'’s sleep or to eat breakfast before testing.

Although knowing when testing is occurring is important,
parents in Florida and Delaware mentioned wanting to
better understand what material was being tested. For
instance, they wanted easier access to sample items.
Although both states do have sample tests available,
parents were not aware that they existed.

Similarly, both Florida and Delaware parents wanted
more information about instructional resources so they
could help their child at home. Some of the requests
were for instructional materials before testing to help
students review and prepare for the test and support
their student learning. Parents were interested in
instructional materials after testing to support student
learning based on the student'’s performance on the test.

Many of the parents we spoke with expressed frustration
that they did not know how the scores were going to

be used. This frustration was particularly prevalent in
Florida, given the state's third-grade literacy requirement
that students must pass the grade 3 FAST or be retained.
Parents of non-third-graders noted that they were
concerned that scores would impact promotion and
retention decisions.

Once parents receive their student’s score, they would
benefit from additional resources to understand what
the scores mean. The need for additional score reporting
resources is particularly important as there are different
expectations about student performance throughout

the year. With the switch to through-year models

where the assessment is not tied to a particular scope
and sequence or curriculum, students are expected

to grow in knowledge and skills throughout the year.
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This is a switch from the end-of-year model, where the
expectation is that students would score “proficient.”
The state and districts are tasked with communicating
these different expectations to parents to explain that it
is no longer the expectation that students would score
“proficient” in the fall or winter.

In some schools, Florida school staff explained to parents
that there are different expectations for students across
the three performance periods. For example, one Florida
parent talked about attending an open house where the
staff explained that students would not start the year

at grade level, but by the end of the year, they would
learn the skills to be either at or above grade level.
Another parent described having a conversation with

a vice principal after her child received a level 1 on the
first test. The vice principal explained that the level 1 was
where students start the year. In other Florida schools,
there was little communication about how students
should be progressing through the year.

"What happen(s] if a student got a level 1
or 2?7 What are the strategies the families
can do to help the kids to move on to the

next level?”

—FLORIDA PARENT

Updates to the Testing Program

These communication challenges are compounded
when states make changes midyear while building and
refining the pilots. Districts in Florida and Nebraska
expressed frustration with midyear — and, in the case of
Nebraska, year-to-year — changes, even if the changes
were considered improvements by some.

In Florida, because of the short time to roll out the
assessment, not all documents or policies were available
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at the start of the year. The state also made changes to
administration policies, particularly related to how much
time students should test, based on feedback from the
earlier testing events. One district said that the changes
impacted students who needed accommodations the
most, as there were changes to the extended time

policy.

In Nebraska, the state announced changes to whether
the fall or winter test could be used for proficiency
determinations midway through the school year.

In addition to accountability consequences, this also
impacted how certain districts were planning to use

the data to identify students who no longer needed
intervention services so that they could enroll in elective
courses instead.

Similarly, Nebraska had changed the constraints on the
computer adaptive testing engine, which selects items
for students based on student responses to earlier
materials to allow for items further from the student’s
enrolled grade level.*!

One district assessment director in Nebraska noted
that the changes have been particularly challenging for
school districts already stretched for capacity, especially
post-pandemic with staffing shortages and competing
priorities. These changes, although necessary, create
challenges for districts not only to implement the tests
but also to communicate information about them to
parents.

“As you can imagine, as a district leader

we have many initiatives and don't always
have the capacity and time to really study
all the inner workings of the test. So that's

been a challenge.”

—NEBRASKA DISTRICT LEADER
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OPPORTUNITY 3
Monitoring of student test experience and
the effects of new test administrations on
students’ school day and year.

The introduction of three, shorter tests a year has the
potential to reduce student testing time, but so far,
parents are not seeing those benefits.

Test Preparation

One reason the benefits of shorter testing time are

not being realized is test preparation. Although there
may be some benefits to test preparation (e.g., to
familiarize students with the testing platform and types
of questions they may see or to allow students with
disabilities an opportunity to have guided reviews of
their test accommodations), the increase in test events
may also result in increased test preparation.®?

As districts have not provided parents with much
information on testing, many parents were unsure

if test preparation had increased. In Florida, some
parents noted that there was test preparation before
test events and assumed that it was before each of the
tests, which would increase the total amount of test
preparation over the course of a year. Delaware and
Nebraska parents were unaware whether there was test
preparation or not.

It should be noted that some parents were in favor

of increased test preparation. There were Florida
parents who thought that the amount and type of test
prep was helpful for students to learn the grade-level
material and become familiar with the testing platform.
The parents who were more comfortable with the

test preparation were also those whose child's school
offered Saturday tutoring prior to the test based on
students’ prior test scores.
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Changes to the School Schedule

In addition to test preparation interfering with
instructional time, parents of students with disabilities
were concerned about the impact of testing on the
instructional day. Florida's FAST tests are untimed, and
the first two administrations are designed to take 80 to
100 minutes. According to the state, the vast majority of
the students completed the first test within 90 minutes;
however, other students needed 2 to 2 1/2-hours and
may continue testing throughout the day and into the
following day. Schools have some flexibility in how they
schedule students during the testing, particularly when
some students have already completed the assessment.
A Florida parent mentioned keeping her student with a
disability home during the spring test because on days
when other students were testing, he was asked to sit
and watch movies all afternoon so as to not disturb
testing that was in progress. Similarly, a Nebraska
parent discussed how the increased number of test
events interfered with services for her child who has a
disability. The services were disrupted for a number of
reasons, including that the student was in testing or that
the student’s providers were asked to proctor testing
for other students. Parents of students with disabilities
in both Florida and Nebraska said general changes to
the school schedule were disruptive to their children,
who need a predictable routine.

DOES IT FEEL LIKE MORE TESTING?

Test Day

The student experience on test day is also impacted by
the state’s decision whether or not to align the test with
a particular scope and sequence of the standards.

In talking with students, a state official in Delaware
noted that they appreciate being assessed right after
instruction. Delaware parents were similarly supportive
of having testing closer in time to instruction, particularly
for social studies, which parents perceived as requiring
more memorization than other subjects. Parents and
educators also highlighted the potential benefits for
students who move within the state during the school
year. By having more consistent content within the state,
the student may be less likely to miss instruction.

For the states opting to align with the state’s standards,
the first assessment of the year can be stressful for
students, since they are testing on content they have
not been taught. Anecdotally, the state has heard

that high achievers find it stressful, as they are used to
knowing answers to test questions. Florida parents used
words like “discouraging,” feeling “dumb,” and “nerve-
wracking” to describe how their child felt after the first
test. Nebraska parents were less familiar with the testing
and did not have opinions on the relationship to when
the material is taught and testing experience.

Delaware: Parents said that with the additional testing periods, it does feel like more testing even though the

testing is shorter.

Florida: District leaders reported that it felt like more testing. Similarly, in a survey of nearly 400 Florida parents,

55% reported that the amount of testing felt the same as the previous year and 30% felt like testing time had

increased.%®

Nebraska: Many of the Nebraska schools that opt to administer the fall and/or winter NSCAS Growth test continue
to administer a commercially available interim assessment, which increases the total testing time.
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OPPORTUNITY 4
Reporting of scores with more explanatory
and framing information on what new
scores signify.

A strength (and goal) of the new assessments is a faster
turnaround for results. In Delaware, students receive
results immediately after submitting their test. In
Florida, families can access test scores through a parent
portal within a few days after the student tests.

Despite the faster turnaround time, parents are

not always receiving the results. Particularly when
students are participating in pilot programs, parents
may not receive their student’s scores. In some cases,
like the Delaware fourth- and sixth-grade tests, the
reporting platform provides teachers with a raw score
immediately after the student submits, but the pilot
does not include a score release to families. The state
may also be embargoing certain scores so that district
leaders are unclear about which scores may or may not
be shared with parents. In other cases, the lack of
score-sharing with parents appears to be a strategic
decision by the district. For instance, in Texas, districts
are still learning how to use the scores and what

the data means. In one school we spoke with, the
principal noted that the school is focusing on teachers
understanding the data first before they will consider
sharing scores with families.

Some districts do communicate to parents that scores
are available. For instance, in some Florida districts,
the school sends scores home or sends parents text
messages notifying them that scores are available.
However, this practice is not universal. One Florida
parent reported receiving her child’s scores during an
individualized education program meeting but not
otherwise knowing they were available.

Despite the availability of scores, parents are not
necessarily checking them. A Nebraska parent noted
that she had not received her child’s scores but likely
could. She had not reached out to the school to
receive the scores for test events from earlier in the
year because those scores are not being used for any
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instructional purpose. She noted that there are already
so many things that she needs to keep track of — like
grades, missing assignments, and field trip permission
slips — and that NSCAS Growth scores are not a priority
for her.

When parents do receive the results, trying to interpret
them can be more challenging than with a typical
end-of-year assessment. In Florida, the biggest
challenge in interpreting results is understanding the
results from the first test event in the fall where nearly
all students receive a level 1, which is the lowest
performance level. The state added percentile ranks
and is working to include projected growth data on
the score report to help educators and parents better
understand how the student scored. However, Florida
parents noted initial confusion over what to do with the
information.

When confused about their child’s score report, parents
sometimes, but not always, turn to their child’s teacher
or school for additional information. Some parents
wished their student'’s teacher would go over the test
scores with parents to explain the scores or provide
additional resources. Other parents were reluctant to
require teachers to have one-on-one conversations with
each family. For example, a parent of an eighth-grader
noted that it would be unreasonable to ask teachers to
meet individually with parents but thought that a parent
group explaining the scores could be beneficial. To help
support teachers in those conversations, states may
develop additional materials. For instance, in Nebraska,
an education services unit, which supports multiple
districts, produced a video explaining the NSCAS
Growth test and how to interpret the scores. The video
is available for teachers to share with parents either
outside of or during parent-teacher conferences.

A final challenge is interpreting the results in
combination with other assessments. In Florida, many
districts administer another commercially available
interim assessment, and districts are discovering that
the results of the interim assessment are not consistent
with the results of the FAST. Nebraska faces a similar
problem with the interim tool widely used within the
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state. The discrepancy between the results of the
interim test and the NSCAS Growth was one of the
reasons Nebraska postponed the full implementation of
NSCAS Growth, in which districts would be required to
participate in all three test dates.

OPPORTUNITY 5
Clarifying the use cases of different
test designs for accountability versus
instructional decisions.

All through-year models have the potential to be
beneficial over traditional end-of-year tests in terms

of instructional relevance. They allow educators and
parents to see student progress according to state
standards earlier in the year and allow for reteaching.
They may also provide the opportunity to reach
proficiency earlier in the year, which may motivate
students to take the earlier assessments more seriously
and might eventually enable new forms of accelerated
or competency-based instruction.

However, test design decisions may mean that some
through-year models are more useful for instructional
purposes than others.

Scope and Sequence

For the scope and sequence model, the test results
allow educators to monitor students’ learning based

on what was taught. One Delaware teacher described
the ability to provide more timely remediation in social
studies. In talking with parents, they had not noticed
that additional testing produced any changes in
instruction. To these parents, the amount of instruction
seemed the same as it was before the switch to the new
testing program. However, given the assessment is still
new, this may change in the future.

Delaware parents generally appreciated the idea of
having the assessment administered soon after the
content was taught. They did express some concern
that having limited time periods for teaching the
content may be challenging for certain classrooms.
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Two parents described substantial teacher turnover

in their children’s classrooms during the school year
that was disruptive to learning and required additional
flexibility within the school year. Another parent of a
child with a disability noted that depending on the
needs of the students in the classroom, they may need
extra time to learn certain content.

Standards-Aligned With Only On-Grade-Level Items

The on-grade-only model, particularly early in the

year, does not provide much actionable information. In
Florida, most students receive the lowest performance
level during the first test administration because they
have not been taught the content. As noted earlier,

the state is providing supplemental information such as
percentile ranks and, in future years, projected growth,
which could be useful to identify students who will need
additional learning support to meet the end-of-year
standards. Despite having the earlier test events, many
Florida districts are continuing to use a commercially
available formative assessment tool, which includes an
instructional component, to provide more instructionally
actionable information.

For the on-grade-only model, the second test event
may be more helpful to inform instruction and the need
for remediation. Florida parents described programs
where their students received Saturday tutoring in the
weeks before the spring test, with the tutoring based,
in part, on their PM2 scores. However, not all Florida
parents felt like schools were doing much with the
scores. One Florida parent said, “Once you see those
results, what's being done about it? For example, my
younger son, he's showing a decline in progression. And
it's like, okay, great. Now what do | do with this? Like,
what does this mean? | don't know.”

Another parent whose child did not pass the third-grade
test said, “If they are going to continue with that test,
there should be tutoring, and they should pay for it. The
state should pay for additional tutoring or something
because all children don't learn at the same pace. Since
the pandemic, things have changed drastically for kids
and adults.”
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Standards-Aligned With Some Off-Grade-Level Items

The off-grade-level model can potentially provide
additional instructional information. Nebraska
decreased the restraints on the computer-adaptive
testing engine to allow students to receive items
farther from grade level on the earlier assessments. The
state made the change to provide more instructionally
actionable information.

However, because of the way the scores were initially
reported, the scores had limited usefulness for
instruction. Some of the reporting issues were related
to the reporting platform itself, which did not allow
users to organize the data in actionable ways. Other
reporting issues are related to the types of contextual
information the state reports. For instance, the state did
not have the normative growth data that districts were
accustomed to receiving from commercially available
interim assessments. As of spring 2023, the state has
updated the reports, but reporting initially was a source
of challenge.

There also may be limited utility because of the small
number of items on the assessment. The test is too
short to be useful for either purpose. Districts we talked
with continue to rely on a commercially available interim
test for student goal-setting and instruction.

All through-year models have the
potential to be beneficial over traditional
end-of-year tests in terms of instructional
relevance. However, test design decisions
may mean that some through-year
models are more useful for instructional

purposes than others.
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Trade-Offs Between Instruction and Accountability

The trade-off for using on- versus off-grade-level
items is the ability to have the earlier tests used for
accountability. Florida and Texas both considered
including off-grade items but did not because they
wanted to use the earlier testing events for federal
accountability purposes and to better measure student
growth based on grade-level standards. Nebraska
tried to integrate both — having instructional and
accountability information — but ultimately opted for
instructional purposes for the earlier tests. Nebraska
officials made the change because of the challenges
in meeting the on-grade-level blueprint and because

they wanted to have items that could better help inform
instruction.

States using a standards-aligned approach are finding
that they need to choose between using the earlier
test events for instruction or for accountability. As one
Nebraska district leader said, “[We] can't get the best
things of both when the purposes are different.”

Similarly, a Florida community member noted,
“[Regardless of the model] if the inputs don’t change,
the scores and gaps won't change either.” If educators
are not using the information from the tests to adjust
instruction, there will not be improvements in learning.

CHALLENGING LOGISTICS OF TEST ADMINISTRATION

The switch to the more frequent tests that are used as accountability tools can make the logistics of administration
more challenging in states and districts across the country.

Nebraska districts said that with the interim assessment the school administers, a person walking into the school
would not notice that the assessment was underway. However, with the state assessment, the test becomes a
disruption — not only to the instructional day but also to staff needing to prepare to administer the test.

When the assessment is being used for accountability, administrative issues such as registering students for the

test (also called “rostering”) become more cumbersome as districts must ensure that a student is registered only
once for the test. When there is student mobility among schools or districts, the district must update its rostering

to ensure the student is associated with the correct school and district. For the commercial interim assessment, the
assignment registration is less complicated because the contract is with a particular district. If a student is registered
for the test in multiple districts, they complete it and receive the score report only in the district where they tested.
There are no concerns that the student did not participate in testing, as there would be for the test used for federal
accountability purposes. Because the test is for accountability, Nebraska requires additional test security measures
such as removing posters from walls and rearranging desks in the classroom, which increases teacher time to
prepare for the test.

In Florida, the issue is that multiple test vendors are responsible for different grade levels of the assessment system.
One vendor provides the assessment for grades 3-8, which is used for federal accountability. Separate vendors
provide the assessments for earlier grade levels in pre-K through grade 2. Because there are multiple vendors, there
are also multiple testing platforms, which makes it more challenging to administer.

25 Testing the Waters: Insights Into Parent Perspectives
on Through-Year Assessment Implementation

Bellwether.org


http://bellwether.org

Why Not Leave Interim Assessments

to School Districts?

Many districts administer their own interim assessments. Interim assessments are administered periodically

during the year and, depending on the assessment, can serve a formative function (i.e., for learning) or a

summative function (i.e., to measure how much a student has learned).

Districts administer interim assessments to complement the state assessment(s). The district-level

assessments cannot be used as part of the federal accountability system without meeting ESSA assessment

requirements, such as all students within the state taking the same assessment and the alignment with state

standards. Additionally, many states leave these decisions to districts because districts have primary purview

over curriculum adoption and the scope, sequencing, and measurement of content during the school year.

With state-designed through-year assessments
serving as an interim assessment, there may be some
improvements to student testing experiences.

One area where state involvement may improve student
experience is accommodations. State-developed
interim assessments have the potential to increase the
alignment across the assessments. With commercially
developed interim assessments, there may be a
different set of accommodations offered between the
commercially developed and state-created assessment.
Better alignment leads to more opportunities for
students to practice with the accommodations.
Students not only have more opportunities to practice
with the accommodations they will be testing with,

but there is also the potential for better alignment
between instructional and assessment accommodations
because the accommodations are being used more
frequently. There is also the potential for more robust
accommodations than with commercially available
interims. For example, Florida plans to provide
American Sign Language accommodation and print
materials in future years, which are not typically
available on commercial interim assessments.

State-developed interims may also have greater
alignment with the state’s specific content standards.
Because the assessments are state-developed, the
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items can better target the state’s standards. This is
more relevant in instances where the state has unique
standards that may not be represented in the test
vendor’s item bank.®

Having a single state-adopted interim assessment could
have other benefits. It provides a standardized metric
across the state, allowing for better monitoring and
identifying students and schools for support. There is
also the opportunity for additional resources for districts.
For instance, by creating the assessment, states have
the opportunity to offer districts more resources and
opportunities to provide technical assistance in how to
use interim assessment data appropriately, both in terms
of what the data can and cannot say, as well as how to
use it for instruction.

Simply adopting a state interim assessment does not
mean that districts will not continue to use their own
interim assessment. As we have seen in the states
adopting through-year assessments, districts continue
to administer their own interim assessment. This is
partly due to familiarity with the assessments and the
data. Another reason is that districts appreciate having
longitudinal data to track student progress. If the

state opts for a different assessment, districts lose that
historical data.
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Recommendations

Conversations with state and district leaders and parents in Delaware, Florida, Nebraska, and Texas

highlight the following recommendations for state and federal policymakers looking to adopt or improve

through-year assessment systems, and many of the recommendations are also applicable to state

assessment systems more generally.

1. Design new assessment systems
to solve an agreed-upon problem
identified by districts and their
communities.

As state leaders consider adopting a through-year
assessment model, it is important that the test solve an
agreed-upon problem.

Nebraska's state-led initiative, though in response

to district concerns about testing time and speed of
reporting, has seen substantial delays in transitioning
from a pilot to a statewide model with full buy-in. Part
of the delay is due to hesitancy by districts because
the state assessment was slow to meet or surpass the
quality of data and reporting the districts were used to
with the commercially available assessment. Similarly,
in Florida and Texas, the initiatives were driven by state
legislation without a clear local push.

In Delaware, the state was clear that the work of the
Social Studies Coalition was instrumental in making
the change. There was a known problem with the
grade-span approach to social studies that the new
assessment was designed to address.

Despite the success in social studies, Delaware is not
considering making the same switch with the state’s
English language arts and math assessment. Part of
the reluctance is that the test vendor already provides
an optional interim assessment, but more important,
districts are not advocating for the change as they were
for social studies.
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Before shifting to a through-year assessment system,
state policymakers should determine whether the
through-year model will address agreed-upon problems
or whether the shift will create new problems. It is also
important for policymakers to approach the test design
process by first considering the test experiences and
unmet needs of underserved students and families
when designing the assessment (e.g., considering how
changes to schedules impact routines and services

for students with disabilities or how students will be
spending their day when not engaged in testing). By
thinking through underserved student experiences
earlier, policymakers can make design decisions to
better serve all students and anticipate points of friction
that may detract from the overall goals of the new
assessment.

2. Increase family and community
engagement at multiple steps in the
assessment design process.

Although Texas held focus groups to better understand
the competing demands for test score usage, the other
states analyzed did little visible parent or community
engagement, despite one reason for changing
assessments was parent dissatisfaction with testing time
or student experience under prior models. Because of
the lack of parent engagement, most parents we spoke
with felt like they did not have a voice when it came to
assessments, and they would like to have one.
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Stronger communications could better tailor the
assessment to the needs of the community. For
example, if the community is concerned about within-
year growth, the state may consider a standards-aligned
model similar to Florida. If communities are more
concerned about the consistency of when content

is taught across the state, the state may consider a
scope and sequence model similar to Delaware. It
could also help avoid misunderstandings or distrust of
the assessment and the scores. For instance, parents
highlighted not understanding the purpose of testing
and expressed concerns that they were unsure how the
scores would be used.

Outreach should not only be limited to selecting the
model. It should include other aspects of test design,
particularly the score report design process. By
engaging parents and the community when designing
score reports, the state can develop clearer score
reports and identify supplemental materials to support
parents in understanding their child’s progress. This is
particularly important for through-year assessments,
since the meaning of student performance and
progress changes over the course of the year. These
conversations may also uncover additional areas where
parents would like more information, such as clearer
information about what is being tested.

Given the need for stronger communications,

state policymakers should be more intentional in
engaging families and communities throughout the
assessment design process. In engaging with parents
and community members, states should implement
outreach strategies that include multiple avenues for
engagement. In addition to focus groups, states should
consider activities such as presentations to community
groups, written communications, surveys, and listening
tours. This process of deeper engagement will require a
critical investment of time and resources.
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3. Provide districts with timely,
robust resources to implement and
disseminate information about new
tests.

Districts largely rely on state resources for
communication. They need timely, robust resources to
ensure correct implementation of the testing program
and communicate changes in test administration,
uses, and scoring with their teachers, parents, and
communities.

Florida is still building out resources as tests are being
administered, which has caused some challenges in
determining what information can be shared (or not
shared) with families and communities. Nebraska
districts faced a similar problem in understanding what
information can be shared and when. And some pilot
districts in Texas have not shared results with families
while tests are still new and not well understood.

Given the reliance on state communications, state
leaders should prioritize creating timely, easily
understandable resources for districts and families.
States should also provide technical assistance to
districts, including opportunities to engage in a
community of practice with other districts grappling
with similar questions.

4. Implement formal continuous
improvement processes based on
monitoring of student experiences.

ESSA requires that states monitor testing to ensure
proper implementation of the tests;*> however, states
will not monitor every school each year. States largely
rely on districts to provide feedback on student
experiences during testing. In the districts we spoke
with, few have formal processes to monitor student
experience during testing, and they rely on reports
from principals and school test coordinators. Given that
through-year assessments are new, states and districts
should make a concerted effort to identify unintended
consequences related to the tests by more thoroughly
monitoring and evaluating testing. For example, states
could select a larger sample of schools and districts to
monitor in each test administration. This monitoring
should focus not only on test security and administration
fidelity, but also on student experiences, with an
emphasis on test experiences among students needing
accommodations or historically lower-performing
student groups.

State and district leaders should implement these
formal monitoring processes to better understand the
impact of assessments on students and then make
ongoing improvements to the assessment system based
on those findings.

State and district leaders should implement these formal monitoring

processes to better understand the impact of assessments on students and

then make ongoing improvements to the assessment system based

on those findings.
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5. Explore making changes to federal
law to achieve the stated goals of
through-year assessments.

States are adopting through-year assessments with the
goals of:

® Reducing testing time.

e Creating more timely, instructionally useful results.

e Improving accountability (where results can also be
used for proficiency and new growth measures).

These stated goals magnify the tension between the
accountability and instructional uses of the test scores.
When trying to promote accountability uses, the tests
become less instructionally relevant unless the state can
require a particular scope and sequence within a school
year. Because most states leave decisions about scope
and sequence and curriculum to the individual districts,
they will continue to face these tensions.

Some of the tension is codified in ESSA. For instance,
ESSA requires that state summative tests provide
diagnostic information that can be used for instructional
purposes.® If states were only required to have a score
used for accountability, the state might be able to
shorten the end-of-year test and reallocate resources

to build out additional assessments for instructional
purposes. Similarly, ESSA requires that scores only
include on-grade-level material, which limits a state’s
ability to both include more targeted information to
guide instruction and to have a shorter test.*” Given
these tensions, experts have been identifying additional
opportunities outside of through-year assessments

to provide creative solutions that can still produce an
accountability score.®

Federal policymakers should consider the trade-offs of
different approaches to state assessment when thinking
about ESSA reauthorization.
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Conclusion

Creative solutions and new models are necessary
in the world of state assessment and accountability
to address legitimate criticisms and shortcomings,
while continuing to support the important priorities
and purposes served by state assessment results.
State interest in through-year assessments
acknowledges that the end-of-year model can
provide valuable information but cannot provide all
of the information stakeholders want or need.

Given demonstrated and growing state interest

in exploring and implementing through-year
assessment models, this report provides additional
guidance to state decision-makers, as well as test
vendors and others who are interested in the
implications of state test design and policy change.
That said, this report is only a start. Additional
research is needed, particularly with ELs and their
families and highly mobile students, as well as with
teachers, especially teachers of color and those

in underserved communities. Further, as many of
the testing programs we studied are still in pilot
stages, similar research should be conducted

once the assessments are operational to monitor
for unintended consequences and evaluate the
implementation of state through-year assessments.

Beyond considerations for through-year assessments
alone, this report raises broader questions about the
specific limitations and opportunities available for
assessment innovation within current federal law. It
offers lessons for state leaders considering any kind
of major education policy shift, assessment-related
or otherwise, to consider, engage, and empower
families and communities who are most directly
impacted by the change and most often left out of
decision-making.
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Appendix

PARTICIPATING DISTRICTS AND COMMUNITY GROUPS

In addition to talking to district leaders in each state, the following organizations participated in this analysis from
March 2023 to July 2023, either through direct interviews or through recruiting parents to be interviewed (Disclosure).

Note: Because Texas was in the early stages of its pilot, we spoke exclusively with district leaders.

National Florida
Easterseals (via state affiliates) 12 participating parents
National Parents Union The Children’s Trust
ExcelinEd
Delaware Helios Education Foundation
Five participating parents Lastinger Center for Learning at the University of Florida
DelawareCAN Overtown Youth
DELLTA South Brevard NAACP
EastSide Charter School
Las Americas ASPIRA Academy Nebraska
Network Connect Three participating parents
Rodel Foundation PTI Nebraska
Social Studies Coalition of Delaware
United Way of Delaware
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