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Background
The U.S. faces historic times in the evolution of the country’s Education system.  Dramatic changes in key Educational influences are converging and driving a need to define a new Education eco-system that delivers improved results for students: 
· Legislation – e.g., laws focused on accountability for results

· Federal initiatives - most notably the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) and Race to the Top Assessment (RTTA) initiatives that fundamentally change the Education landscape

· Technology – availability of 1) new, innovative ways to teach and assess students and 2) real-time data to provide feedback to all stakeholders on the success of learning

· Clear emergence of new skill sets that will be required for the current generation of students to learn to succeed in the 21st century and beyond – e.g., critical thinking
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These converging factors provide educators, legislators and other constituents with a generational opportunity to improve the quality of education and assessment in the U.S.  With the importance of an effective Education system being apparent and scrutinized more than ever, we must take full advantage of this opportunity.  Developing a next-generation of student Assessments and the platform on which they will be delivered will be a key piece of the new Education eco-system. 
Next-Generation Student Assessments
The design and development of a next-generation of Assessments and the transition from the current Assessment landscape is a daunting task for the country as a whole.  Historically, assessments have had the following attributes:
· Designed and developed based on state and local standards and design preferences.  While maintaining state / local standards was critical, assets that could effectively be shared across states (e.g., reusable items; successful assessment practice; effective technology capabilities) were not fully leveraged; 

· Until recently, distributed, administered, and reported on paper and processed through intensive and costly supply chains.  Use of Technology in the classroom has significantly lagged other industries and many attempts to move to online assessments have fallen short of expectations;

· Restricted to limitations on the design of the test questions with a heavy emphasis on (low cost) multiple choice questions which require students to “bubble in” responses to factual questions rather than assessing their abilities to think critically and apply skills required to become “College and Career Ready” and succeed in the 21st Century;

· Primarily summative in purpose and were reactive “assessments of learning”.  

Each of these attributes will undergo significant change in the near-term:
· The Common Core Standards initiative will drive a need for the cooperation of key Education stakeholders on a level never seen before, as well as significant efforts to create / update the different levels of standards that play an important role in Education (Education levels, content, reporting, technology);

· Technology will be a central component of the next-generation of assessments including online assessments delivered on multiple device types (see attached draft white paper for a significant number of additional technology implications);

· Increased development of innovative item types that more effectively engage students and test the skill sets that will be critical for the future (e.g., those defined by the Partnership for 21st Century skills – Core Subjects; Life and Career Skills; Learning and Innovation; Information, Media, and Technology Skills);

· The drive for assessments to directly inform instruction on a more frequent basis resulting in the need for:
· A flexible system where teachers can choose assessment types, assessment design, items to be used, administer the assessments, have them scored, receive reports of results designed for a variety of audiences, and link back to curriculum to support learning needs

· More comprehensive and timely student information.  

Role of Current Standards in the Next-generation Assessments and Assessment Platforms
Standards are a foundation for the next-generation of Assessments and Assessment Platforms and a central theme (interoperability) for the RTTA and CCSS initiatives.  The purpose of these standards is to provide a structure or “clearinghouse” for quickly and inexpensively sharing / interchanging / using student data (from Student Information Systems), assessment content (including items and item metadata), assessment design, scoring rules, assessment results, and response-to-intervention (links to curriculum) data across various environments and/or devices.  These standards become particularly important when forecasting the use of these assets/data on a national basis.
As technology has been adopted in the Education environment, entities have been established to help define and drive the adoption of technology standards (based on XML) to support Assessment interoperability.  While several Education-specific groups have worked to establish interoperability standards across the different components of assessments (e.g., Accessible Portable Item Protocol - APIP, and National Education Data Model - NDEM), the Schools Interoperability Framework (SIF) and Question and Test Interoperability (QTI) standards from the IMS Global Learning Consortium have garnered the most attention and traction.   

Founded in 1997, the SIF Association involves over 3,200 software vendors, school districts, state departments of Education, and other Education stakeholders to develop and evolve the SIF standards that allow information to be shared across Education software solutions.  The goals for SIF standards are comprehensive across the assessment components but the emphasis has been on sharing student data across systems.

QTI standards were developed by the IMS Global Learning Consortium starting in 1999.  While the objectives of QTI standards have also been broad-based, the emphasis has been on enabling assessment content to be authored and delivered on multiple systems interchangeably.  

Both groups developing these standards and others have made significant strides in building consensus with many relevant Education stakeholders in the pursuit of interoperability.  However, adoption has been relatively slow (along with general Technology adoption in Education) and not completely effective with proprietary data interfaces being frequently leveraged.  The conclusion – existing interoperability standards are a start but not sufficient for delivering on the promises of RTTA and CCSS.

An Approach for Delivering on the Promise of Next-generation Assessments and Assessment Platforms
Change (in standards, student learning, teaching practices, and technology) is clearly inevitable.  The question that remains is whether the efforts to build the next-generation of assessments (and the next-generation of Education broadly) and assessment platforms will result in incremental change that automates today’s Education environment or instead, delivers on the promise of an innovative, flexible but efficient solution that prepares today’s and tomorrow’s students for the 21st Century and beyond.  
ASG’s fundamental belief is that while standards are core to delivering on RTTA and CCSS, developing standards is not the right starting point for building the next-generation of assessment platforms.  An estimated 50% of projects involving Technology fail
.  Often this is the result of beginning the project by answering technology questions without first:
· Having a high-level but clear picture/vision of the future solution;

· Addressing the broader-based business (vs. technology) questions around functionality and features (business requirements - how will it work, what will it do and not do in the school environment)

· Ensuring that all key stakeholders agree with the project direction and key functionality

· Developing a plan that includes a timeline, initial estimated costs, activities, and accountabilities

· Then beginning the work of designing the solution and implementation which is where the technology questions are answered

A project with the scope and complexity of developing the next generation Assessment Platform must utilize a structured and proven successful approach to avoid the risk of failure.  If a vision, plan, and formal business requirements are not developed and agreed upon up front, the result will be ever changing/”moving targets”- as stakeholder perspectives are surfaced throughout the course of the development of the solution - costly “re-dos” and a timeline and expense profile that becomes unmanageable for all constituents. Projects that proceed without taking the time to implement a successful development approach up front invariably end up in the 50% category of software development projects that fail.
We have attached a draft of our whitepaper “Online Assessment Platform Development Recommendations: Building the Next Generation Assessment Platform – The Consortia Opportunity” describing what we believe is the right approach for the Consortia, Federal Government, and all involved stakeholders to take to be successful in delivering a next-generation Assessment Platform that will enable students to meet and surpass the challenges of the 21st century.   In our approach, technology standards will be defined during the design phase of the project and should involve the existing standard-setting entities, including the SIF Association and IMS Global Learning Consortium, as well as other key groups such as the State Education Technology Directors Association (SETDA) and CCSSO.  The standards at that point will be based on a strong foundation on which sustainable, long-term standards can be built.
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