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Introductory Comments

The questions posed by USED for the experts to consider contain either explicit or implicit messages about specific approaches for states/consortia to design their assessment systems.  If USED is absolutely certain that these are the right and only ways to design assessment systems then it should be prepared to state very clearly why these are the right and/or only approaches.  But this begs the question of “approaches for what?”  In other words, what are we trying to accomplish with the future assessment system?  What are the goals for the educational system for which the assessment system will play a role?  How will the proposed assessment approach help meet these goals better than some other design?  If USED has evidence from research or even practice that the specified means (e.g., “through course” assessment) are the only or best way to meet these goals, then it is fine to specify such approaches.  I am not convinced that we have such well-proven transformative approaches in educational assessment where we are willing to close off potential alternatives.
Therefore, USED must specify the goals, purposes, and uses of the RTTT assessment system.  These cannot be vague goal statements, but should be as specific as possible.  For example, “we want proposals for assessment systems that will support educational approaches that increase significantly the numbers of poor and minority children ready of college and work” or “we want proposals for assessment systems that allow for valid cross-state comparisons of individual student achievement.”  Of course, if the second example was the main goal, USED should also posit how these cross-state comparisons will lead to some sort of improvement in the educational system.  This connect could be made as part of a theory of action.
One final introductory point. Judging from today’s questions and previous documents put forth by USED about the RTTT assessment competition, the department is asking for innovation, broad implementation, and a fast timeline (i.e. 4 years).  Something will have to give and unfortunately what usually gives in these situations is the quality and innovation.  Lorrie Shepard, in her December 3rd comments in Denver, suggested awarding grants that provided evidence that a consortium could do one thing well, such as an innovative assessment system for grades 4-8 mathematics.  I want to echo this point here again today and push for a focus on innovation rather than broad implementation.  I am aware of the political clamoring for comparisons across states that would seem to require broad implementation, but I fear this will come at the expense of innovation and a chance to move our educational system forward.  

A Theory of Action

In fact, I argue that a theory of action should be a requirement of every proposal.  USED should also articulate a clear and explicit theory of action, but at the least, USED should require an explicit theory of action as part of the NIA consortium proposal expectations.  A theory of action outlines the intended components of the system, while clearly specifying the connections among these components.  Most importantly, a theory of action must specify the hypothesized mechanisms or processes for bringing about intended goals.  In the case of the NIA, the theory of action should describe how the particular clear goals will be achieved as a result the proposed assessment system(s).  Further, USED should require proposals to clearly articulate how the educational system will get from “A to B” as a result the proposed system.  In other words, what processes must be in place in order for the consortium to achieve its goals and what empirical evidence exists to support the proposed expectations?  The theory of action must explicitly describe prioritized design choices, e.g., influencing and shaping teaching and learning or measuring existing knowledge, or making cross-state comparisons.  The theory of action is a check on the logic of the underlying assumptions of the various proposals and should be a critical aspect of the NIA proposal scoring process. Again, a theory of action is not just a bunch of pretty shapes and arrows created with a piece of software.  It must be an empirically and logically based argument that outlines how the specific proposed system will fulfill the stated goals and how it will do so. 

Structure the Response as an RFP
The operational requirements of any multi-state consortium are overwhelming to consider.  No state or set of states has the capacity, even with a considerable influx of resources, to design and implement a multi-state assessment system.  In all cases, consortium grantees will have to issue at least one, but more likely many RFPs to support the design, development, and piloting of the many assessments.  I purposely did not suggest an RFP for implementation because consortia, if they are doing anything at all innovative, will not get to the implementation phase during the four-year grant period.  Therefore, I suggest requiring the response from potential consortia as an RFP.  A well-written RFP will make the goals, rationale, and design clear to potential bidders.  It will reveal to USED reviewers the extent to which the proposers have thought through the many aspects of the proposed assessment system. [Add more here]
1. The Department is considering requiring “a through-course summative assessment system” – that is, a system that includes components of assessments delivered periodically throughout the school year whose results are aggregated to produce summative results.  If we do this, how should we ask applicants to describe their approaches and/or plans for such a system, including any special considerations related to “though-course summative assessments” on the issues outlined below?  What evidence should we request if such summative results are part of an accountability system? 
a. Validity – including construct, content, consequential, and predictive validity

b. External validity for postsecondary preparedness

c. Reliability – including inter-rater reliability if human scored 
d. Fairness

e. Precision across the full performance continuum (e.g. from low to high performers)
f. Comparability across years

If States administer components of the “through-course assessments” at different times or in a different sequence, but the aggregated summative results are part of an accountability system, what are the issues around validity, equating, or comparability that we should be aware of?
There are several aspects of this proposed approach that I find appealing.  Collecting the assessment evidence at multiple points throughout the year can expand considerably the nature of the evidence for each student and school.  Using this type of approach can potentially lead to the use of richer types of assessments than we tend to see with single administration assessment. Again, before “requiring” this approach, I’d want USED to think carefully about what they are trying to accomplish (i.e., what are the goals?) and consider if this is the only way to accomplish this goal or goals.  Like I noted in my introduction, I do not think it is wise to require a specific approach, but rather, to outline specific goals and let the consortia propose the means by which they would accomplish these goals.
Any proposal—no matter what type of assessment system—should be required to describe their approach to the six categories of technical quality evidence suggested by USED as part of this question.  These forms of evidence must be required from every proposal, whether it is a “through course” or more traditional form of assessment.  There are, however, several unique considerations when dealing with this type of distributed assessment system compared to a single, end of year test.  These additional factors would have to be addressed if this type of system was being designed for a single state, but trying to implement such a system in multiple states raises the technical demands considerably.
States proposing such a distributed system should have to explain how their system would enhance the construct validity of the score inferences from assessment system—and it certainly could—while dealing with some significant threats to such validity.  There are many potential threats to the validity of such an assessment system.  Many of the more typical threats are discussed in writings such as the Joint Standards (AERA, APA, & NCME, 1999), measurement texts, and countless articles on validity theory and practice.  There are two critical threats or challenges to the construct validity of the type of distributed system proposed here and consortia should be prepared to discuss both threats from aggregation decisions and differences in opportunity to learn.  
· Aggregation—

· OTL—across states/districts—discuss issues of timing, curriculum (including the need for basing the assessment on curricular units)
· Consequences—considering these “though course” components as summative raises security issues and lessens the probability that they will be used instructionally.  Considering these as interim assessments first, and for accountability second, would likely improve the utility of these more meaningful assessments.

· A note about inter-rater reliability—there seems to an obsession with inter-rater reliability when it comes to the scoring of open-ended items. 
· Equating issues—can be considerable under “normal circumstances”—and this type of design, if the results are used for high stakes, 

2. The Department is considering inviting applicants to create a “system” for developing and certifying the quality and rigor of a set of common end-of-course summative exams in multiple high school subjects.  What evidence should we ask applicants to provide to ensure that, across a consortium, their proposed “system” will ensure consistent and high levels of rigor?  
I am glad that USED is thinking about quality and rigor in high school.  In my response to this question, I intend to make clear why I think it is more important to focus on rigor and less on “consistent.”  We have written about the tradeoffs between standardization and flexibility in other contexts (Gong & Marion, 2006) and many of these considerations can be applied here.
· Evidence of ensuring that students meet a threshold

· OTL

· System of review for rigor and technical quality—how will they make this work within and across states

3. If the Department requires computer-based test administration, are there specific implementation challenges that we should ask applicants to consider and address in their proposal?  In particular, what evidence or strategies should we require of applicants to ensure that the computer-based and any needed paper-and-pencil versions assess comparable levels of student knowledge and skill while preserving the full power of the computer-based item types? Are there special challenges related to computer-based testing for students with disabilities and what additional evidence or strategies should we require of applicants to ensure that computer-based tests yield valid results for this population of students?
· Again, don’t require!  What are we trying to accomplish with CBT/CAT?

· If you focus too much on comparability, you will stifle innovation.

· Infrastructure issues are daunting

· More potential for SWD—Nimble Tools and others have demonstrated this potential (even though some vendors say it can’t be done)
4. The Department wants to encourage ongoing innovation and improvement of assessment design, development, administration, and use.  However, given that we are proposing four-year grants, what should we ask of applicants to ensure that they have structured a process and/or approach that will lead to innovation and improvement over time?
· Don’t encourage (or fund) grants that don’t move down a path toward innovation

· Theory of action and vision

· Don’t allow states to paint themselves in a corner

5. With the help of experts, we identified two issues that seem to require additional, focused research.  Have we described the issues correctly? Are there other issues that need additional focused research?

a. Use of value-added methodology for teacher and school accountability
b. Comparability, generalizability, and growth modeling for assessments that include performance tasks
VAM

--Not a lot more research on the methodology, but recognize the limits

-Use quotes from a Drunkards Walk

Other notes--

Learning Progressions

Theory of Action and evaluation criteria

The best proposals should be written like an RFP

Narrow uses can constrain innovation

Written as RFP

