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Issue 

Can end-of-course (EOC) assessments in the same subject areas (e.g., science or mathematics) be included in high school assessment and accountability systems in a technically and educationally sound manner? If EOC assessment results are to be used, what are the implications for AYP measurement and NCLB reporting requirements?
Background Information

· Summary of NTAC subcommittee teleconference on November 6, 2008 

Summary

States are increasingly adopting EOC assessments for state accountability purposes or to satisfy NCLB assessment requirements in high school.  In 2007, there were 18 states that offered EOC assessments (Achieve, Policy Brief). The growing number of EOC assessments are designed to link high school assessments more closely with course curriculum standards and to better prepare students for postsecondary education or joining the workforce.  
Currently, eight states use EOC assessments in reading/language arts or mathematics for calculating AYP at the high school level. Most of these states require a single EOC assessment to be taken by all students (e.g., Algebra I). One state requires all students to take both an Algebra I and Geometry EOC assessment by the time the student graduates from high school. The results from both assessments are used to calculate AYP. Several additional states offer EOC assessments but do not include the results in AYP determinations, instead offering one assessment in reading/language arts and mathematics, such as an exit exam, that are used for AYP determinations.
In order to meet the assessment requirements under NCLB, some states are proposing to implement a menu of EOC assessments and other states may be thinking of similar proposals. For example, a state may offer chemistry, biology, and earth science EOC assessments and require that all students take at least one of those courses to graduate, without specifying which course a student must take. As a result, all students would not be participating in the same (or comparable) assessment measuring the same (or comparable) academic content.  

For purposes of this analysis, it is assumed that any state that uses multiple EOC assessments would have to establish the following: 
· All high school students in the state must take at least one of the courses, and the EOC assessment associated with that course, to graduate from high school. 
· The state’s content standards reflect the content all students must know and be able to do for each EOC assessment (e.g., a student who chooses to take physics must know and be able to do x; a student who chooses to take chemistry must know and be able to do y).

Even with these assumptions, a significant concern for the Department is the possibility that one of the assessments may hold certain students to less rigorous achievement standards than their peers. At the September 2008 NTAC meeting the Department explored the feasibility of states demonstrating the comparability or equivalence of academic achievement standards on the EOC assessments to ensure all students are held to similar expectations. The Department posed three questions to the NTAC: 

· Is it feasible to demonstrate some degree of comparability in the academic achievement standards among two or more different content-based assessments? 
· Is it feasible to demonstrate some degree of equivalence in the depth of knowledge for two or more different content-based EOC assessments? 
· Does the subject (reading, mathematics, or science) affect the feasibility to demonstrate some degree of comparability among different EOC assessments?

Members stated that it was nearly impossible to establish comparability or equivalence of academic achievement standards on assessments that measure different content and encouraged the Department to consider alternative models to review high school EOC assessments. The general advice of the members of the NTAC was that the Department should reconsider whether it is appropriate to apply the methods used to evaluate assessment systems in grades 3-8 to assessments at the high school level. For example, the current practice leads, in some states, to students taking the EOC assessment in middle school and banking the result. Further, there may be a sound educational rationale for states to allow students to select from a menu of science courses given the different context of courses at the high school level. Further, some members of the NTAC were generally supportive of encouraging the use of EOC assessments at the high school level.  

Given that comparability of achievement standards is most likely not feasible, the Department would like to consider alternative methods to ensure all high school students are held to the highest possible standards. One potential serious shortcoming of a policy permitting high school students to select one end-of-course assessment from among a number of such assessments in the same general subject area is that states will create assessments for different ability levels and track students to different assessments.  Individual members of the NTAC offered possible suggestions at the September meeting: 

· Have the state demonstrate all high school students have equal access to each course by providing information on students taking each course.  

· Requiring students to take more than one EOC assessment to mitigate concerns of tracking students into lower level assessments.  

NTAC Questions FOR DISCUSSION

Policy safeguards

· How can the Department create “policy safeguards” to ensure all students are held to highest possible standards?
· Is it a valid concern that states may create an “easy” option for some group of students? 

· Are the suggested safeguards proposed by the NTAC subcommittee sufficient? Are there additional safeguards the Department should consider? 

Subject Matter Differences

Mathematics tends to be organized hierarchically, with students taking courses in a set order (i.e., Algebra I before Algebra II). Reading/language arts is less hierarchical (i.e., students may take any course in any order, though there is often a 9th- or 10th-grade course all students take). Science is the least hierarchical; it tends to be organized topically. The courses (biology, chemistry, physics, earth sciences, etc.) do not build on the knowledge gained in previous courses and, thus, students take courses in chemistry, physics, and biology in no set order or pattern.  

· Does the nature of the subject influence whether allowing students to select one EOC assessment among a number of such assessments is educationally sound?  

· For example, given the hierarchical nature of mathematics, can a policy of allowing students to choose between taking Algebra I and Algebra II impact the comparability of AYP determinations?  

· Does the inclusion of the subject in AYP determinations alter the discussion?  

· Is it fair to hold schools to different standards when calculating AYP? That is, if in neighboring schools a disparate percentage of students take Algebra I and Algebra II, respectively, does that put the school with the larger percentage of students taking Algebra II at a disadvantage (assuming the Algebra II test is more difficult than the Algebra I test)? 

· One possible course of action is for the Department to proceed slowly, inviting a small number of states to participate in a pilot to collect data and determine whether there are any unintended and unforeseen consequences from allowing a range of EOC tests in science.
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