
3

In 2014, Alaska’s on-time high school graduation rate was 71%—considerably lower than 
most states. Recent results on the Nation’s Report Card (also known as the National 
Assessment of Educational Progress, or NAEP) showed that fewer than 40% of the 

state’s 4th and 8th grade students were 
proficient in reading and math. This 
low performance demonstrates how 
Alaskan students are falling behind early 
in their academic careers and continue 
to struggle after they graduate high 
school. In 2012, 46% of Alaska high 
school graduates entering the University 
of Alaska had to take a remedial 
course because they lacked the skills 
to successfully complete college-level 
work—evidence of the misalignment 
between public education standards and higher education expectations. To address 
this disconnect, in 2012 the State Board of Education and Early Development adopted a 
set of higher academic standards in English/Language Arts (ELA) and math designed to 
better prepare students for college and careers.

Alaska’s previous standards did not adequately provide students with the skills necessary 
for success after high school. In the U.S. Chamber of Commerce’s 2007 Leaders and 
Laggards report, the state received a D in postsecondary and workforce readiness and 
its standards received a C in rigor. According to a 2010 report by the Thomas B. Fordham 
Institute, both the ELA and math standards were “among the worst in the nation.” 
The math standards in particular were poorly organized and missing much of the most 
essential content, earning them a D grade. The English/Language Arts standards were 
given an F for being unclear and repetitive.

With the adoption of higher standards, Alaska is one step closer to ensuring that 
students will have the opportunity to reach their full potential. By 2020, 62% of jobs in the 
state will require a postsecondary credential. However, only 30% of adults currently have 
such a credential, resulting in a 32% skills gap. Higher standards are essential to closing 
this gap and helping ensure that Alaska employers are able to hire Alaska graduates.

A BIG WIN FOR  
ALASKA  
STUDENTS
Alaska English/Language Arts and Mathematics Content Standards  

Alaska’s Proficiency Rates
 on the Nation’s Report Card

Year
4th  

Math
4th

Reading
8th  

Math
8th  

Reading

2011 37% 26% 35% 31% 

2013 37% 27% 33% 31% 
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Better Standards Need Better 
Assessments
The next phase of this work is to implement an 
improved assessment that is more meaningful to 
students, teachers, and parents in determining 
which skills a student has or has not yet mastered. 
The state needs a test that can measure the critical 
thinking and problem solving skills that our students 
need to succeed—and existing state tests cannot 
evaluate this level of learning. Improved assessments 
present an opportunity to move beyond tests that 
simply measure rote memorization skills to ones that 
mirror the higher standards and provide teachers 
with valuable information on how effectively they are 
teaching and students are learning.

Putting better assessments in place needs to be part 
of a larger system of accountability that supports 
student achievement and holds schools accountable 
for successfully teaching the content outlined in the 
standards. At the heart of accountability is the need  
to ensure that all students across Alaska receive a 
high-quality education. Meaningful tests serve as 
school-wide academic checkups that can identify 
struggling students and schools in need of extra 
support and interventions. In addition, improved 
assessments can identify high-achieving students 
who require support to maintain their academic 
engagement and provide them with the resources 
necessary to continue to excel.

Alaska chose the Achievement and Assessment 
Institute at the University of Kansas to develop a  
state-specific assessment aligned to the higher 
standards. This assessment, known as the Alaska 
Measures of Progress (AMP), will be given to students 
in grades 3−10 in math and English/language 
arts beginning in spring 2015. These computer-
based assessments will go beyond multiple choice 
questions and require students to think deeply, read 
critically, and explain their reasoning. The tests will 
have accessibility features such as highlighters and 

math tools. In addition, the improved assessments 
will include technology-enhanced questions that 
require students to create visual representations of 
mathematical concepts—such as graphs, pictures, 
and linear equations—resulting in a more interactive 
experience for students.

During this transition, it is important to advocate 
for key criteria that will make the state assessments 
a strong measuring stick of how Alaska students 
are doing on the path to college and careers at the 
state and national levels. Leaders continue to be 
enthusiastic about the AMP tests because they meet 
so many of the criteria that make up a high-quality 
aligned test. As advocates, we need to ensure that 
our state tests accurately measure college and career 
readiness and have these characteristics to serve as a 
useful tool to benefit students.

A High-Quality Assessment:
 • Is fully aligned to the standards.
 •  Is developed with input from academic and 

testing experts, as well as teachers.
 •  Is field tested and reviewed before full 

implementation.
 •  Assesses a wide range of real-world skills using a 

variety of question formats.
 •  Provides detailed and timely feedback that acts 

as an academic checkup.
 •  Sends an early warning signal to teachers if 

students are not on track so that supportive 
interventions can be put in place.
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Frequently Asked Questions

1.   What is the difference between standards and 
curriculum?

 •  Standards are a set of guidelines for what students are 
expected to know and be able to do at specific points in 
their education. Standards provide the foundation for key 
components of the education system, including curricula, 
instructional materials, teacher training, and assessments.

 •  A curriculum is the course of study covering the 
standards. It is set by local school districts and includes 
the lesson plans, programs, and textbooks that teachers 
use to teach the content and skills outlined in the 
standards.

2. Will test scores impact schools and districts?

 •  School-wide test results will be used as one measure for 
school accountability. Just as we use tests as academic 
checkups for individual students, they are also checkups 
for our schools. We need to identify schools in need of 
extra support so that interventions can be put in place to 
ensure that all students across a district and in the state 
will receive a high-quality education.

3. Will the new test replace the old state test?

 •  Yes. The AMP will replace the Standards Based 
Assessment (SBA) in grades 3−10.

4.  How will test scores impact students?

 •  There are no testing requirements for promotion or 
graduation. 

5.  How were teachers involved in the assessment 
development process?

 •  Alaska teachers from all districts were invited to 
participate on committees to develop test blueprints, 
review reading passages, and check for bias and 
sensitivity in questions.

The Alaska English/
Language Arts and 
Mathematics Content 
Standards:
 •  Establish a strong foundation 

of knowledge and skills that all 
students need to success after 
graduation.

Better assessments:
 •  Give an honest, objective report 

of how our students are doing.
 •  Ensure all students are held to 

the same expectations.
 •  Identify struggling students so 

they can get the help they need.
 •  Identify high-achieving students 

to provide them with the 
resources necessary to continue 
to excel.



6.  What kind of data is collected? Is it 
released?

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, Alaska is required to collect 
data on school performance. Aggregate 
data collected includes student test scores 
and information such as attendance, support 
services, and academic growth. The state will 
not release any personally identifiable student 
information. Only individuals who interact with 
students on a daily basis, such as teachers and 
parents, are allowed to see student-specific 
information. 

 •  Federal law protects the privacy of student 
information and education records through 
the Family Educational Rights and Privacy 
Act (FERPA). The only information that will be 
publicly available will contain aggregate data 
for schools, districts, and subgroups. 

7.  Do students need to be computer 
literate?

 •  The AMP is computer-based so students need 
to be computer literate. 

 •  While it may take time to ensure that every 
school has the hardware necessary and meets 
the technology requirements, this is a smart 
investment. Technology is not going away. 
Ensuring that all students, regardless of 
geography or household income, have equal 
access to technology is critical to preparing 
students for a 21st century competitive 
workforce. 

8. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.education.alaska.gov/akassessments
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org 
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I t is no secret that Alabama’s students have long performed behind their peers in other 
states. Evidenced by the most recent Nation’s Report Card (also known as the National 
Assessment of Educational Progress), 

fewer than one-third of Alabama’s 4th 
and 8th grade students demonstrated 
proficiency in reading and math. In 2010, 
the State Board of Education adopted 
a new set of college- and career-ready 
standards that were higher, clearer, and 
more focused on the skills that matter 
most. This was a critical effort to raise the 
bar for Alabama students—one that had 
been set too low for far too long. 

Before adopting college- and career-ready standards, Alabama’s academic standards 
were too numerous and lacked necessary depth, going a mile wide and an inch deep. 
This resulted in standards that were often unclear and missing specific expectations. In 
the U.S. Chamber of Commerce’s 2007 Leaders and Laggards report, Alabama received 
an F in both academic achievement and postsecondary workforce readiness. Students 
were not adequately prepared, and the consequences were troubling. In 2011, although 
77% of Alabama’s 8th grade students scored proficient on the state test, only 15% reached 
proficiency on the more rigorous Trends in International Math and Science Study (TIMSS). As 
a result, students were graduating from high school without the skills necessary for success 
in college and careers. In 2013, 33% of in-state freshmen had to enroll in a remedial course 
because they lacked the skills for college-level work.

Teachers across Alabama have been hard at work putting the higher standards in place since 
their adoption in 2010. It has been a significant undertaking involving countless hours of 
professional development, aligning curricula and instructional materials, and creating ways 
to engage students more deeply in learning.

With the adoption of the improved standards, Alabama is one step closer to ensuring that 
students have opportunities to reach their full potential. This is critical, as 58% of jobs in 
Alabama will require a postsecondary credential by 2020, and only 32% of adults in the state 
currently meet this requirement. If changes are not made, Alabama’s projected 26% skills 
gap will continue to hinder economic growth.

A BIG WIN FOR  
ALABAMA   
STUDENTS
Alabama’s College- and Career-Ready Standards

Alabama’s Proficiency on the
 Nation’s Report Card

Year 4th  
Math

4th
Reading

8th  
Math

8th  
Reading

2011 27% 31% 20% 26% 

2013 30% 31% 20% 25% 
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Better Standards Deserve 
Better Assessments
The next phase of this work is to implement an aligned 
assessment that is more meaningful to students, 
teachers, and parents in determining which skills a 
student has or has not yet mastered. Alabama needs a 
test that can measure the critical-thinking and problem-
solving skills that our students need to succeed. 
Existing state tests cannot evaluate this level of 
learning. Improved assessments present an opportunity 
to move beyond tests that measure rote memorization.

Putting better assessments in place is not enough. 
They need to be part of a larger system of 
accountability that supports student achievement and 
holds schools responsible for successfully teaching 
the content and skills outlined in the standards. At the 
heart of accountability is the need to ensure that all 
students across Alabama receive the same high-quality 
education. 

Meaningful tests serve as school wide academic 
checkups that can identify struggling students and 
schools in need of extra support and interventions. 
In addition, improved assessments can identify high-
achieving students who require support to maintain their 
academic engagement and provide them with resources 
to continue to excel. 

In 2013, the Alabama Department of Education 
adopted the ACT Aspire to measure college and career 
readiness. This assessment system contains interim 
classroom assessments that can be given at various 
points throughout the year to identify when students 
require additional supports or challenges. Test questions 
will no longer simply require students to fill in a bubble, 
but will instead ask them to think critically, analyze, and 
explain their reasoning, giving a more accurate picture 
of student progress. Students in grades 3–8 will take 
both the math and reading tests this spring, and high 
school students in Algebra 1 and English 10 will take 
end-of-course exams.

During this transition, it is important to advocate for 
key criteria that will make Alabama state tests a strong 
measure of how students are doing on the path to 
college and careers both at the state and national levels. 
Leaders are optimistic about the ACT Aspire because 
it includes so many of the criteria that make up a high-
quality assessment. 

A High-Quality Assessment:
 
 •  Is developed with input from academic and test 

experts—and, most importantly, from teachers. 
 •  Is field tested and reviewed before full 

implementation.
 •  Assesses a wide range of real-world skills using a 

variety of question formats.
 •  Includes formative or interim assessments that act 

as academic checkups to ensure that students are 
keeping pace.

 •  Provides detailed and timely feedback that sends 
an early warning signal to teachers if students  
are struggling so that interventions can be put  
in place.

 •  Is comparable across states so that students who 
move from one state to another will be held to the 
same standards and have a smoother transition.



3

Frequently Asked Questions

1.  What is the difference between curriculum and 
standards?

 •  Standards are a set of guidelines for what students are 
expected to know and be able to do at specific points in 
their education. Standards provide the foundation for key 
components of the education system, including curricula, 
instructional materials, teacher training, and assessments.

 •  A curriculum is the course of study covering the standards. 
It is set by local school districts and includes lesson plans, 
programs, and textbooks that teachers use to teach the 
content and skills outlined in the standards.

2.  If students are learning with different curricula, 
how can they take the same test?

 •  Although teachers use different materials and curricula, 
students still learn the same skills outlined in the standards. 
Teachers can be creative in their instruction, designing 
lessons to best reach their students and establishing a 
classroom where all students can achieve.

3. Will the new test replace the old state test?

 •  Yes, the ACT Aspire will replace the Alabama Reading and 
Mathematics Test for students in grades 3–8. Students 
in high school will take the ACT end-of-course tests in 
Algebra 1 and English 10.

4. How will scores impact students?

 •  There are currently no test score requirements for 
graduation or promotion, but end-of-course tests in high 
school will count for 20% of the final course grade.

5. Will scores impact teacher evaluations?

 •  Currently, tests scores are not used as a factor in  
teacher evaluations.

The Alabama College- and 
Career-Ready Standards:
 •  Better prepare students for the 

jobs of the future.
 •  Help students develop the 

critical-thinking and problem-
solving skills that employers 
demand.

 •  Help students compete for the 
best jobs across the nation and 
around the world. 

Better Assessments:
 •  Provide an honest, objective 

report on how our students are 
doing.

 •  Ensure that all students are 
held to the same expectations.

 •  Identify struggling students so 
that they can get help.

What is ACT Aspire?
 •  ACT Aspire is a standards-

based assessment system that 
gauges student progression 
from grades 3–10 in English, 
reading, writing, mathematics, 
and science. 



6.  How will test scores impact schools and 
districts? 

 •  Schoolwide test results will be used as one 
measure for school accountability. Just as tests 
are used as academic checkups for individual 
students, they also serve as checkups on our 
schools. Districts need to identify struggling 
students and schools in need of support so that 
interventions can be put in place to ensure that 
all students in Alabama receive a high-quality 
education.

7.  What kind of professional development 
teachers receive in preparation for the 
standards and the new test?

 •  The Alabama Reading Initiative and the 
Alabama Math, Science, & Technology Initiative 
aligned their support with the new standards so 
teachers could receive specific coaching as they 
implemented the new standards. 

 •  The State Department of Education provides 
ongoing support through quarterly professional 
development meetings about the standards.
The meetings, held regionally across the state, 
feature teams from every district to gather new 
information to share with their schools. These 
face-to-face meetings are supplemented with 
online training and resource sharing through 
an online portal hosted by the Alabama State 
Department of Education, ALEX (the Alabama 
Learning Exchange). The Alabama Best Practices 
Center, a non profit partner of the State 
Department of Education, also leads networking 
workshops regularly for superintendents, 
principals, teachers, and instructional coaches to 
share resources and practices that are working 
well in the classrooms.

8.  What kind of data will be collected? Will it 
be released?

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, Alabama is required to collect 
data on school performance. Aggregate 
data collected includes student test scores 
and information such as attendance, support 
services, and academic growth. The state will 
not release any personally identifiable student 
information. Only individuals who interact with 
students on a daily basis, such as teachers and 
parents, are permitted to see student-specific 
information. Federal law protects the privacy 

of student information and education records 
through the Family Educational Rights and 
Privacy Act (FERPA). The only information that 
will be publicly available will contain aggregate 
data for schools, districts, and subgroups.

9.  How were teachers involved in the test 
development process?

 •  The State Board of Education formed the 
Assessment and Accountability Task Force, 
composed of elementary and secondary 
education leaders from different districts across 
Alabama. The task force was charged with 
reviewing the various assessment tools to ensure 
alignment with the Alabama College and Career 
Ready Standards, it was also charged with 
recommending a balanced assessment system 
to provide meaningful measures used primarily 
to inform instruction. The task force began 
meeting in September 2011 and continues to 
meet as the new assessments are implemented.

10.  Do students need to be computer 
literate?

 •  Schools and districts may test their students with 
computer-based or paper-pencil assessments. 
Many are choosing to test with a combination of 
the two.

 •  While it may take time to ensure that every 
school has the hardware necessary to meet 
the technology requirements, this is a smart 
investment. Technology is not going away. 
Ensuring that all students, regardless of 
geography or household income have equal 
access to technology is critical to prepare 
students for a 21st century competitive 
workforce.

11. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.alabamagrit.org
 •  www.alsde.edu
 •  www.apluscollegeready.org/ 
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org
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In 2013, Arkansas’s on-time high school graduation rate was 85%—higher than many 
states. Although this is a promising statistic, there is another story to be told. On the 
most recent Nation’s Report Card, also known as the National Assessment of Educational 

Progress, less than 40% of students in 
tested grades demonstrated proficiency 
in reading and math. It was clear that 
Arkansas schools were not preparing 
students with the skills necessary for 
success. In 2010, 48% of first-year 
students at Arkansas state universities 
and community colleges had to enroll in 
a remedial course because they lacked 
the skills needed for college-level work. 
Students were graduating high school, 
but not with the skills that were most 
important. That same year, the State Board of Education adopted a set of standards that 
were higher, clearer, and more focused on the essential skills and knowledge students 
needed to be successful in college and careers.

Arkansas’s previous standards did not adequately prepare students for success after high 
school. The English language arts standards were among the worst in the nation, and the 
math standards lacked rigor and did not prioritize the most essential skills, according to a 
2010 report by the Thomas B. Fordham Institute. In the U.S. Chamber of Commerce’s 2007 
Leaders and Laggards report, Arkansas received a D in academic achievement. 

With the adoption of higher standards, Arkansas is one step closer to ensuring that 
students will have the opportunity to reach their full potential. By 2020, 54% of jobs in 
the state will require a postsecondary credential. However, only 26% of adults in the state 
currently have such a credential, resulting in a 28% skills gap. Higher standards are essential 
to helping close this gap.

A BIG WIN FOR  
ARKANSAS  
STUDENTS
Common Core State Standards 

Arkansas’s Proficiency Rates 
on the Nation’s Report Card

Year
4th  

Math
4th

Reading
8th  

Math
8th  

Reading

2011 37% 30% 28% 28% 

2013 39% 32% 29% 30% 
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Better Standards Deserve 
Better Assessments
Teachers across Arkansas have been hard at work 
putting these academic goals in place. It has been 
a significant undertaking involving many hours of 
professional development, curricula alignment, and 
learning strategies to engage students more deeply 
than ever before. 

The next phase of this work is to implement an 
improved test that is more meaningful to students, 
teachers, and parents in determining which skills a 
student has or has not yet mastered. The state needs a 
test that can measure the critical thinking and problem 
solving skills that our students need to succeed—and 
the existing Augmented Benchmark Exams (ABE)
cannot evaluate this level of learning. Improved 
assessments present an opportunity to move beyond 
tests that simply measure rote memorization skills to 
ones that mirror the higher standards and provide 
teachers with valuable information on how effectively 
they are teaching and students are learning.

Putting better assessments in place needs to be part 
of a larger system of accountability that supports 
student achievement and holds schools accountable 
for successfully teaching the content outlined in the 
standards. At the heart of accountability is the need 
to ensure that all students across Arkansas receive 
the same high-quality education. Meaningful tests 
serve as school-wide academic checkups that can 
identify struggling students and schools in need of 
extra support and interventions. In addition, improved 
assessments can identify high-achieving students 
who require support to maintain their academic 
engagement and provide them with the resources 
necessary to continue to excel.

For the past four years, teams of academics, testing 
experts, and teachers have been working tirelessly 
to create two testing options aligned to the higher 
standards: PARCC (Partnership for Assessment of 

Readiness for College and Careers) and the Smarter 
Balanced Assessment Consortium. These two tests 
were field tested in spring 2014 in 35 states including 
Arkansas, where students took the PARCC field test.

The tests aim to do the following:
 •  Accurately measure student progress toward 

college and career readiness.
 •  Assess a wide range of real-world skills, including 

critical thinking and writing skills.
 •  Provide real-time information on student progress 

to help guide teacher instruction and improve 
learning.

Arkansas has been a governing member of PARCC 
since 2010. Students in grades 3−8 will take these tests 
in math and English language arts this spring, and high 
school students in Algebra 1 and Geometry will take 
the end-of-course tests. Districts can choose to give 
additional assessments in Algebra 2 and/or English 11. 
The PARCC tests have blueprints and specifications 
that ensure they are aligned to the more rigorous 
standards. Results from these improved assessments 
will inform teachers and parents at an early stage 
whether students are on track to graduate ready for 
college and careers, providing actionable information 
about how to best help students. Since PARCC is a 
multi-state organization, Arkansas can finally compare 
their students to their peers in other states to ensure 
Arkansas students are keeping pace. The PARCC tests 
also offer a significant savings for Arkansas taxpayers. 
Since the costs are shared among participating states, 
the tests cost $10 less per student than the ABE—an 
overall savings of $3 million for the state. 

During this transition, it is important to advocate for key 
criteria that will make the state assessments a strong 
measuring stick of how Arkansas students are doing 
on the path to college and careers at the state and 
national levels. Leaders continue to be enthusiastic 
about the PARCC tests because they meet so many of 
the criteria that make up a high-quality aligned test. 
As advocates, we need to ensure that our state tests 
accurately measure college and career readiness and 
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have these characteristics to serve as a useful tool to benefit 
students. 

A High-Quality Assessment:
 •  Is developed with input from academic and testing 

experts, as well as teachers.
 •  Is field tested and reviewed before full implementation.
 •  Assesses a wide range of real-world skills using a variety of 

question formats.
 •  Provides detailed and timely feedback that acts as an 

academic checkup.
 •  Sends an early warning signal to teachers if students are 

not on track so that interventions can be put in place.
 •  Is comparable across states. 

Frequently Asked Questions

1.  What is the difference between standards and 
curriculum?

 •  Standards are a set of guidelines for what students are 
expected to know and be able to do at specific points in 
their education. Standards provide the foundation for key 
components of the education system, including curricula, 
instructional materials, teacher training, and assessments.

 •  A curriculum is the course of study covering the standards. 
It is set by local school districts and includes the lesson 
plans, programs, and textbooks that teachers use to teach 
the content and skills outlined in the standards, but is not 
dictated by the standards. There are no specified curricula, 
textbooks, or instructional materials for the standards. 
Every district in Arkansas is autonomous in choosing these.

2.  If students are learning with different curricula, 
how can they take the same test?

 •  Although teachers use different materials and curricula, 
students still learn the same skills outlined in the standards. 
Teachers can be creative in their instruction, designing 
lessons to best reach their students and establishing a 
classroom where all students can achieve. 

The Common Core State 
Standards:
 •  Are more rigorous academic 

standards that prepare all 
students for success after high 
school.

 •  Emphasize real-world skills, such 
as critical thinking and problem 
solving.

 •  Are comparable across states.

Better Assessments:
 •  Give us an honest, objective 

report of how our students are 
doing.

 •  Ensure all students are held to 
the same expectations.

 •  Identify struggling students so 
they can get the help they need.

 •  Identify high-achieving students 
to provide them with the 
resources necessary to continue 
to excel.

PARCC:
 •  A group of states working 

together to develop high-quality, 
computer-based assessments 
that measure college and career 
readiness in both math and 
English language arts.



3.  Will the new test replace the old  
state test?

 •  Yes. The PARCC tests will replace the ABE in 
grades 3−8 and previous end-of-course tests in 
high school.

4.  Will test scores impact schools and 
districts?

 •  School-wide test results are only one of the 
measures used for school accountability and 
transparency. Just as we use tests as academic 
checkups for individual students, they are also 
used as checkups for our schools. Schools 
and districts need to be held accountable for 
teaching the content and skills outlined in the 
standards. We also need to identify areas of 
low performance so that interventions can be 
put in place to ensure students are on track to 
graduate ready for college and careers. 

5. How will test scores impact teachers?

 •  Student growth is one measure used in teacher 
evaluations. This includes the progress in a 
student’s state assessment score from one year 
to the next.

 •  Because 2015 will be the first time the PARCC 
tests are given, scores will be used as baseline 
data and will not affect teacher evaluations. 

6. How will test scores impact students?

 •  There are currently no testing requirements for 
graduation or promotion.

7.  What kind of data will be collected? Will it 
be released?

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, Arkansas is required to collect 
data on the performance of schools. Aggregate 
data collected will include student test scores and 
information such as attendance, support services, 
and academic growth. The state will not release 
any personally identifiable student information. 
Only individuals who interact with students on 
a daily basis, such as teachers and parents, are 
allowed to see student-specific information.

 •  Federal law protects the privacy of student 
information and education records through 
the Family Educational Rights and Privacy 
Act (FERPA). The only information that will be 
publicly available will contain aggregate data for 
schools, districts, and subgroups. 

8.  How were teachers involved in the test 
development process?

 •  More than 30 Arkansas teachers are members 
of the PARCC Education Leader Cadre, a group 
of teachers who share best practices, engage in 
reviewing PARCC state-developed instructional 
materials, and are active leaders in state and 
local implementation.

 •  Arkansas teachers also served in a variety of 
PARCC working groups, including 42 who 
served on the item review committee. More than 
50 teachers from districts in all areas of the state 
participated in groups on range finding, form 
review, test construction review, technology, 
data management, and other topics.

9. Do students need to be computer literate?

 •  Students need to be computer literate. Paper 
and pencil versions will be available during the 
first three years of testing for schools that cannot 
meet the technology requirement.

 •  While it may take some time to ensure that 
every school has the hardware necessary and 
meets the technology requirements, this is a 
smart investment. Technology is not going away. 
Ensuring that all students have equal access to 
technology is critical to preparing students for a 
21st century competitive workforce.

10. Where can I go for more information?

 •  http://www.arkansased.org/divisions/learning-
services/assessment

 •  www.parcconline.org
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org
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For Arizona students to succeed, business leaders and community members must remain 
active stakeholders in education. Partnering with the education community will improve our 
students’ performance and opportunities for post-graduation success. Arizona’s students 

have consistently performed below their peers in other states. In 2013, 75% of Arizona students 
graduated from high school on time, compared to 81% nationally. In addition, our students 
made little, if any, progress on the most recent Nation’s Report Card, also known as the National 
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). 

Arizona’s previous standards lacked an 
emphasis on the skills most necessary for 
college-level work. In the U.S. Chamber of 
Commerce’s 2007 Leaders and Laggards 
report, Arizona’s standards received an ‘F’ 
in postsecondary and workforce readiness. 
And even though three-quarters of students 
do complete their high school degree 
on-time, many do not have the skills they 
need to succeed. As a result, almost 60% of 
Arizona’s community college freshmen enroll 
in a remedial course because they lack the 
skills for college-level work. 

In 2010, the Arizona State Board of Education adopted a set of academic standards in math and 
English language arts that were higher, clearer, and more focused on the skills that matter most to 
ensure that every student in Arizona would be prepared for college-level work and careers upon 
graduation. Teachers began implementing Arizona’s College and Career Ready Standards in 2011 
and continue to support the standards as they see positive results in their classrooms. Last summer, 
71% of teachers surveyed felt the standards could improve learning in their own classrooms, and 78% 
thought they could improve learning across all classrooms. 

There is evidence that the standards are making a positive impact. The first district to fully 
implement the standards, Osborn School District, is now the only district in the Phoenix area with 
every school earning an A or B on the state report card. Some schools have improved by as much 
as two letter grades in a single year. 

With the adoption of the new standards, Arizona’s education system is one step closer to ensuring 
that our youth will have the opportunity to reach their full potential. By 2020, 64% of jobs in Arizona 
will require a postsecondary credential. However, only 31% of adults in the state currently have this 
credential, resulting in a 33% skills gap. We must continue raising the bar so we can be confident that 
our students will be qualified to fill these jobs and contribute to the growth of our economy.

Arizona’s Performance on the 
Nation’s Report Card (Rank Among States)
Year 4th  

Math
4th

Reading
8th  

Math
8th  

Reading

2011 43rd 45th 38th 37th

2013 32nd 44th 44th 40th

A BIG WIN FOR  
ARIZONA STUDENTS
Arizona’s College and Career Ready Standards
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Arizona’s New Assessment
Arizona needs a test that is more meaningful to students, teachers, and parents 
in determining which skills a student has mastered in order to be successful in 
college and careers. Although our students have been able to reach proficiency 
as measured on the state test, the bar for proficiency was set too low. In the U.S. 
Chamber of Commerce’s 2007 Leaders and Laggards report, Arizona earned a ‘D’ 
in truth in advertising for student proficiency. As recently as 2011, 54% of Arizona’s 
eighth graders scored proficient on the state math test, but only 29% could reach 
proficiency on a more rigorous international test. Arizona needs an assessment 
that provides honest, accurate information about whether a student is on track 
to graduate with the skills necessary for success. When Arizona’s contract on the 
Arizona Instruments to Measure Standards (AIMS) test ended, the state had the 
opportunity to adopt an updated assessment that better fits the needs of our 
students, parents, and the education community. 

This fall, the Arizona State Board of Education adopted Arizona’s Measurement of 
Educational Readiness to Inform Teaching (AzMERIT) as the new statewide test. The 
assessment will be given to Arizona students in third grade through high school 
this spring and will replace the AIMS test in reading, writing, and math. The test will 
be administered by the American Institutes for Research (AIR), a private, nonprofit 
test vendor, and will be overseen and controlled by the Arizona Department of 
Education, ensuring that the test is unique to Arizona. Arizona educators and 
education experts will be engaged in developing questions for the new assessment. 

The AzMERIT will provide more useful and relevant information about our 
students than ever before. As a result, parents and teachers will have better data 
to determine if a child is on track academically and students will know if they are 
prepared for life, college, and careers. If a student is falling behind, the data will 
allow parents and teachers to work together to provide addional support to the 
student. The less sophisticated AIMS tests were not able to provide this level of 
detail on what students were learning in the classroom. Now, teachers will have 
greater ability to emphasize critical thinking and problem-solving skills in addition 
to the content.

Leaders are enthusiastic about the AzMERIT assessments because they include so 
many of the characteristics of a high-quality test and mean higher quality instruction 
for all students. Students will have a chance to show their critical thinking skills by 
applying concepts learned and showing deeper understanding of a topic on the 
assessment. 

Administering a high-quality assessment needs to be part of a larger system 
of accountability that supports student achievement and holds our schools 
accountable for successfully teaching the skills outlined in the standards. At the 
heart of accountability is the need to ensure that all students across Arizona are 
receiving the same high-quality education. Meaningful tests are school-wide 
academic checkups that can identify struggling students and schools in need 
of extra support so interventions can be put in place. In addition, improved 
assessments can identify high-achieving students who require support to maintain 
their academic engagement and provide them the resources necessary to continue 
to help them succeed.

The AzMERIT test will:

 •  Accurately measure 
students’ progress toward 
college and career 
readiness;

 •  Assess a wide range of 
skills, including real-world 
skills like critical thinking 
and writing;

 •  Provide real-time 
information on student 
progress to help guide 
teacher instruction and 
improve learning; and

 •  Give parents the peace of 
mind they need to know 
if their child is performing 
on grade level.

 
What Does a High-
Quality Assessment 
Look Like?

 •  Provides teachers the 
timely information they 
need to improve student 
learning;

 •  Allows students to 
move beyond rote 
memorization to show 
their critical thinking and 
problem-solving skills;

 •  Provides students with 
accurate information on 
their preparedness for life, 
college, and career; and 

 •  Enables student 
performance to be 
compared across states.
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Frequently Asked Questions
1. What is the difference between curriculum, 
standards, and assessments?

 •  Standards are a set of guidelines for what students are expected 
to know and be able to do at specific points in their education. 
Standards provide the foundation for key components of the 
education system, including curricula, instructional materials, 
teacher training, and assessments.

 •  A curriculum is the course of study covering the standards. It 
is set by local school districts and includes the lesson plans, 
programs, and textbooks that teachers use to teach the content 
and skills outlined in the standards.

 •  Assessments measure student learning. They provide parents 
and teachers with information to ensure students are on track 
for life, college, and career. 

2. If students are learning with different curricula, 
how can they take the same test?

 •  Although teachers use different materials and curricula, 
students still learn the same skills outlined in the standards. 
Teachers can be creative in their instruction, designing lessons 
to best reach their students and creating a classroom where all 
students can achieve. 

3. Will the new test replace the old state test?

 •  Yes. The AzMERIT will replace the old AIMS test in third grade 
through high school in reading, writing, and math. The AIMS 
science test will still be given to students in grades 4, 8, and in 
high school.

4. What can we expect from the first round of test 
scores?

 •  When we get our first round of test scores, we should anticipate 
that they will look different. Scores may be lower than before 
as a new baseline is established. The new tests set a higher 
benchmark for student success and both students and teachers 
will need time to adjust to them. With time and support, we 
know Arizona students will do well.

5. Will the new tests impact graduation?

 •  Passing the end-of-course tests will not be a high school 
graduation requirement.

Why Support Arizona’s 
College and Career 
Ready Standards?

 •  They are more challenging 
and will give our students the 
knowledge and skills they need 
to be successful in life after 
high school. 

 •  They develop students’ critical 
thinking, problem-solving, and 
writing skills.

 •  They prepare our students to 
compete with their peers from 
across the country and around 
the world.

 

Why Do We Need  
Good Tests?

 •  They give us an honest, 
objective report of how our 
students are doing.

 •  They ensure all students are 
held to the same expectations.

 •  They identify struggling 
students so they can get the 
help they need.



6. How will the scores be used?

 •  There are still a number of details that need to be 
determined by the State Board of Education about 
how the assessment scores will be used for students, 
teachers, and schools. As these details are discussed, 
parents, teachers, and community members have 
opportunities to be engaged in the conversation and 
to have their voices heard. 

 •  The Arizona State Board of Education is discussing the 
establishment of a “safe harbor” year for accountability 
measures that would effectively allow a “hold 
harmless” period while baseline data is collected on 
the new assessment and related policy changes are 
discussed.

7. What kind of professional development 
did teachers receive in preparation for the 
standards and the new test?

 •  Districts across the state used a “train the trainer” 
model and online training through webinars to provide 
teachers with the necessary professional development 
on the standards. In addition, many school districts 
and charter schools are participating in ongoing 
professional development in partnership with the 
Arizona Department of Education.

 •  It has been a significant undertaking involving teachers 
spending countless hours developing new curricula 
and learning instructional strategies to engage 
students in a new way. 

8. What kind of data will be collected? Will it 
be released?

 •  Student test data is protected by a number of state 
and federal laws, including A.R.S. §§ 15-1041 through 
15-1045, Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act 
(COPPA), Family Educational Rights and Privacy 
Act (FERPA), and Federal Information Security 
Management Act (FISMA). Personal student data has 
never been, and never will be, shared with the federal 
government.

9. How will teachers be involved in the test 
development process?

 •  The AzMERIT test will be unique to Arizona. Both 
Arizona educators and education experts will be 
engaged in developing questions for the new 
assessment. 

10. Will the tests take longer?

 •  AzMERIT testing times are similar to those required for 
the previous statewide assessment. School districts and 
charter schools can choose to give additional formative 
tests throughout the year to measure how well 
students are learning, but this is a fully local decision.

11. Do students need to be computer literate?

 •  School districts and charter schools can choose to 
administer the assessment via pencil and paper or on 
a computer. Our students should be using computers 
regularly so that they gain the computer skills they 
need for college and the workplace. Computer-based 
tests are an opportunity to ensure all of our schools are 
current on technology.

12. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.azed.gov 
 •  www.ArizonaAimsHigher.org
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org
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California schools are undergoing a period of significant and fundamental 
remodeling. These changes have been years in the making and represent a new 
focus on preparing schools and students to thrive in the 21st century economy. 

The state has adopted a Local Control Funding Formula (LCFF) that directs resources to 
high-priority students, and districts are currently in the process of adopting evaluation 
rubrics to help identify their strengths and weaknesses. One of the most significant 
changes occurred in 2010, when California schools began implementing the Common 
Core State Standards in English language arts (ELA) and math. These more rigorous 
standards provide the roadmap of skills students need to graduate prepared for college 
and careers. While these efforts are underway, state policymakers are also working on 
remodeling the state’s accountability system, which includes better ways to measure 
student outcomes through the use of improved aligned assessments.

A BIG WIN FOR  
CALIFORNIA  
STUDENTS
The Smarter Balanced Assessments
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Better Standards Deserve 
Better Assessments
The next phase of this work is to implement an improved 
test that is more meaningful to students, teachers, and 
parents in determining which skills a student has or 
has not yet mastered. The state needs a test that can 
measure the critical thinking and problem solving skills 
that our students need to succeed—and existing state 
tests cannot evaluate this level of learning. Improved 
assessments present an opportunity to move beyond 
tests that simply measure rote memorization skills to 
ones that mirror the higher standards and provide 
teachers with valuable information on how effectively 
they are teaching and students are learning.

For the past four years, teams of teachers, academics, 
and testing experts have been working tirelessly 
to create a testing option aligned to the Common 
Core State Standards through the Smarter Balanced 
Assessment Consortium. The Smarter Balanced test 
was field tested in spring 2014 in 21 states, including 
California.

This test aims to do the following:
 •  Accurately measure student progress toward 

college and career readiness.
 •  Assess a wide range of skills, including real-world 

critical thinking and writing skills.
 •  Provide real-time information on student progress 

to help guide teacher instruction and improve 
learning.

California became a member of the Smarter Balanced 
consortium in 2010 to develop aligned tests known 
as the California Assessment of Student Performance 
and Progress (CAASPP). These computer-adaptive 
tests (CAT) will be given to students in grades 3−8 and 
11 this spring. The difficulty of questions is adjusted 
based on a student’s responses, so it measures a 
greater range and depth of content and provides a 
more accurate measure of progress. The tests were 
specifically designed to help teachers and parents know 
how students are progressing and provide important 

feedback on what students have mastered and where 
they are struggling. The Smarter Balanced assessments 
are a significant upgrade from the previous tests and 
measure more than just the skills that can be measured 
with multiple choice questions. The system also includes 
regular check-in activities so that teachers know how 
students are thinking about solving problems and 
where they need additional instruction. Scores from 
the first administration of the assessments will provide 
the baseline information about student performance 
and will allow the state, schools, and parents to see 
improvement over time.
 
During this transition, it is important to advocate for key 
criteria that will make the state assessments a strong 
measuring stick of how California students are doing on 
the path to college and careers at the state and national 
levels. Leaders continue to be enthusiastic about the 
CAASPP assessments because they meet so many of 
the criteria that make up a high-quality aligned test. 
As advocates, we need to ensure that our state tests 
accurately measure college and career readiness, and 
have these characteristics to serve as a useful tool to 
benefit students.

A High-Quality Assessment:
 •  Is developed with input from academic and testing 

experts, as well as teachers.
 •  Is field tested and reviewed before full 

implementation.
 •  Assesses a wide range of real-world skills using a 

variety of question formats.
 •  Includes formative or interim assessments that act 

as academic checkups to ensure that students are 
keeping pace.

 •  Provides detailed and timely feedback that acts as 
an academic checkup.

 •  Sends an early warning signal to teachers if 
students are not on track so that interventions can 
be put in place.

 •  Is comparable across states.
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The improvements underway in California schools—
including the adoption of the Common Core Standards, the 
implementation of the Smarter Balanced assessments, and 
the remodeling of the accountability and funding systems—
provide a positive outlook for schools and students. The 
Smarter Balanced assessments, in particular, are a key element 
in preparing students for the demands of the 21st century. 
This is a multi-faceted, multi-year endeavor and districts and 
teachers are working diligently to successfully implement these 
changes. California needs all stakeholders to work together to 
provide the support needed during this period of transition to 
help students succeed.

Frequently Asked Questions

1.  Will the new test replace the old state test?

 •  Yes. The Smarter Balanced CAASPP tests will replace the 
previous state tests that were administered in grades 3−8 
and 11 in ELA and math.

2.  What will test scores look like this year?

 •  Students will answer more open-ended questions and 
solve more complex problems, which was not required 
on the previous state tests, so scores may be lower in the 
first year. Scores will be used as new baseline information 
about students’ mastery of the standards and will allow the 
state, schools, and parents to see improvement over time.

 •  The CAASPP tests cannot be compared to previous 
tests because the bar has been raised for students. 
Kentucky and Tennessee, among the earliest adopters 
of the Common Core Standards, have seen increased 
achievement overall and decreased achievement gaps, 
which is evidence that the standards can work for all 
students.

Better Assessments:
 •  Give an honest, objective report 

of how our students are doing.
 •  Ensure all students are held to 

the same expectations.
 •  Identify struggling students so 

they can get the help they need.
 •  Identify high-achieving students 

to provide them with the 
resources necessary to continue 
to excel.

Smarter Balanced:
 •  A group of states working  

together to develop high-quality, 
computer-based assessments 
that measure college and career 
readiness in both math and 
English language arts.



3.  What kind of data will be collected? Will it be released?

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary Education Act, California 
is required to collect data on school performance. Aggregate data 
collected includes student test scores and information such as 
attendance, support services, and academic growth. The state does not 
release any personally identifiable student information. Only individuals 
who interact with students on a daily basis, such as teachers and parents, 
are allowed to see student-specific information. Federal law protects the 
privacy of student information and education records through the Family 
Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA). 

 •  The California legislature also passed the Student Online Personal 
Information Protection Act (SOPIPA), which is designed to protect 
students’ information from being provided to third-party vendors.

4. How were teachers involved in the test development process?

 •  California teachers were involved in a review of the test questions for 
content, bias/sensitivity, and accessibility. They also assisted with the 
development of learning resources in the Digital Library, an online 
collection of aligned resources to support teachers as they adjust to 
teaching the standards.

5. Do students need to be computer literate?

 •  Students need to be computer literate. Paper and pencil versions will be 
available during the first three years of the new testing for schools that 
cannot meet the technology requirement.

 •  While it may take time to ensure that every school has the hardware 
necessary and meets the technology requirements, this is a smart 
investment. Technology is not going away. Ensuring that all students, 
regardless of geography or household income, have equal access to 
technology is critical to preparing students for a 21st century competitive 
workforce.

6. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.smarterbalanced.org
 •  www.cde.ca.gov/ta/tg/sa/index.asp 
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org
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Colorado is no stranger to college- and career-ready standards. In 2009, the State Board 
of Education developed a state-specific set of college- and career-ready standards called 
the Colorado Academic Standards (CAS). These standards were designed to prepare our 

students with the skills they need to be 21st century learners. Although we had these standards in 
place, they were not enough. On the Nation’s Report Card, also known as the National Assessment of 
Educational Progress (NAEP), fewer than half of our students in every subject and grade were proficient. 

In 2010, Colorado joined the other  
47 states in the development of the 
Common Core State Standards, using 
CAS as a guideline. That same year, the 
State Board incorporated the Common 
Core standards into CAS. In 2013, teachers 
began instructing on the skills and 
content outlined in the standards. This 
updated set of comprehensive standards 
are higher, clearer, and more focused on 
learning and applying the essential skills 
and knowledge our students need to be 
successful in college and careers—such as 
critical thinking, collaboration, and problem solving. In short, they help ensure that every student in 
Colorado is prepared for college-level work and careers upon graduation.

Colorado’s previous standards were not providing our students with all of the skills they need for 
success. Although most of our students were proficient on state assessments, very few scored as well 
on more rigorous tests. In 2011, 80% of our 8th grade students were proficient on the state math test, 
but only 35% achieved that level on an international math test, Trends in International Math Science 
Study, commonly referred to as TIMSS. It comes as no surprise then that 37% of freshmen enrolled at 
public Colorado universities had to take at least one remedial course in 2012, at a cost of more than 
$56 million.

With the adoption of the new standards, Coloradans are one step closer to ensuring that our youth 
will have the opportunity to reach their full potential. By 2018, there will be more than 900,000 job 
openings in Colorado, 67% of which will require a degree beyond high school. By raising the bar, 
we can be confident that Colorado’s students will be qualified to fill these jobs, contributing to the 
growth of our economy. 

Colorado’s Proficiency Rates on  
the Nation’s Report Card

Year 4th  
Math

4th
Reading

8th  
Math

8th  
Reading

2011 47% 39% 43% 40% 

2013 50% 41% 42% 40% 

A BIG WIN FOR  
COLORADO STUDENTS
Colorado Academic Standards
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Better Standards Deserve 
Better Assessments
Teachers across Colorado have been hard at work putting 
these academic goals in place. It has been a significant 
undertaking requiring many hours of professional 
development, updating curricula and teaching strategies, and 
engaging students in a more thought-provoking way. For more 
than two years, more than 30,000 teachers helped develop 
sample curricula in addition to classroom lessons and attended 
professional development workshops across the state.  

The next phase of this work is to improve the assessments 
given to Colorado’s students so that they are more 
meaningful to them, their teachers, and their parents 
in determining which skills a student has or has not yet 
mastered in order to be better prepared for their futures. 

Putting better assessments in place is not enough, however. 
This step needs to be part of a larger system of accountability 
that supports student achievement and holds schools 
accountable for successfully teaching the skills outlined in the 
standards. At the heart of accountability is the need to ensure 
that all students across Colorado are receiving the same 
high-quality education. Meaningful tests serve as school-wide 
checkups that can identify struggling students and schools in 
need of extra support so interventions can be put in place. In 
addition, improved assessments can identify high-achieving 
students who require support to maintain their academic 
engagement and provide them the resources necessary to 
continue to help them excel.  

For the past four years, teams of teachers and academic and 
testing experts have been working tirelessly to create two 
new testing options aligned to the new standards: PARCC 
(Partnership for Assessment of Readiness of College and 
Careers) and the Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium. 
These two assessment systems were field-tested this past 
spring in 35 states and Washington, D.C. The new tests  
aim to:

 •   Accurately measure students’ progress toward college 
and career readiness;

 •   Assess a wide range of skills, including real-world skills,  
such as critical thinking and writing;

 •   Provide real-time information on student progress to 
help guide teacher instruction and improve learning.

Colorado became a member of PARCC in 2011 to develop 
an aligned version of the Colorado Measures of Academic 
Success (CMAS). These new tests will be administered in 
all grades in both math and language arts at the end of 
the 2014–15 school year. There has recently been a lot of 
controversy surrounding the updated tests, including districts 
trying to opt out or delay administering the CMAS. But there 
are many benefits to staying the course. The new tests offer 
comparability across districts and ensure that students across 
the state are held to the same high expectations. If a student 
moves to a different district, he or she will still be held to 
the same benchmarks, and teachers will have an accurate 
measure of student strengths and weaknesses as soon as that 
student enters their classroom. If districts opt out and choose 
different tests, this benefit will be lost. Another advantage 
is when a student’s family relocates, they are likely to have a 
much smoother transition from one school to another.

Leaders continue to be enthusiastic about the CMAS because 
it includes so many of the criteria that make up a high-quality 
test. The tests will be a great measuring stick of how our 
students are doing on the path to college and careers—both 
at the state and national level. As advocates, we need to 
ensure the new state tests not only accurately measure college 
and career readiness, but also possess the characteristics that 
will make them a useful tool to help students improve.

What Does a High-Quality 
Assessment Look Like?

A high-quality assessment:
 •   Is fully aligned to the underlying standards;
 •   Is developed with input from academic and testing 

experts—and most importantly, teachers;
 •   Is field-tested and reviewed before full 

implementation;
 •   Assesses a wide range of real-world skills using a 

variety of question formats;
 •   Provides detailed and timely feedback that acts as an 

“academic checkup” and sends an early warning signal 
to teachers if students are not on track so interventions 
can be put in place; and

 •   Is comparable across the entire state, so that students 
who move from one district to another are held to the 
same standards of performance and have a smoother 
transition relocating. 
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Frequently Asked Questions
1. What is the difference between curriculum and 
standards?

 •  Standards are a set of guidelines for what students are 
expected to know and be able to do at a specific point in 
their education. Standards provide the foundation for key 
components of the education system, including curricula, 
instructional materials, teacher training, and assessments.

 •  A curriculum is the course of study covering the standards. It 
is set by local school districts and includes the lesson plans, 
programs, and textbooks that teachers use to teach the content 
and skills outlined in the standards.

2. If students are learning with different curricula, 
how can they take the same test?

 •  Although teachers use different materials and curricula, 
students still learn the same skills outlined in the standards. 
Teachers can be creative in their instruction, designing lessons 
to best reach their students and creating a classroom where all 
students can achieve.

3. Will the updated test replace the old state test?

 •  Yes. The new CMAS assessments will replace the transitional 
TCAP test across the state in both English language arts and 
math in all grades in the spring of 2015. 

4. How will test scores impact schools and districts? 

 •  School-wide test results will be used as one measure for school 
accountability. Just as we use tests as academic checkups 
for individual students, they’re also used as checkups for our 
schools. We need to identify areas of low performance so that 
interventions can be put in place to ensure students are on 
track to graduate college and career ready.

5. How will test scores impact students?

 •  Test scores do not influence graduation or promotion. For 
students to enroll in college-level credit-bearing courses, they 
must meet minimum college readiness requirements. Local 
school districts will be able to provide additional options for 
students to demonstrate mastery.

Why Support the 
Colorado Academic 
Standards?

 •  The standards are rigorous, 
streamlined, relevant, and 
better prepare students for 
college and the workforce.

 •  They challenge students to 
think critically, write extensively, 
and solve real-world problems 
at a greater capacity, raising 
the bar for all students.

 •  They are similar to high-quality 
international standards to 
ensure that our students are 
prepared to compete in a 
global economy.

 •  They clearly outline skills 
students need to master at 
each grade so teachers can 
focus more deeply on these 
areas.

Why Do We Need Good 
Tests?

 •  They give us an honest, 
objective report of how our 
students are doing.

 •  They ensure all students are 
held to the same expectations.

 •  They identify struggling 
students so they can get the 
help they need.



6. How will test scores impact teachers?

 •  Student test scores will not be used in teacher 
evaluations for the first year the new test is given in 
order to allow teachers an adjustment period. In the 
2015–16 school year, student growth outcomes, which 
include test scores, will be included in evaluations, but 
will not be worth more than 50%. 

 •  Colorado has developed a task force to review the 
impact of the assessments on teacher evaluations, as 
well as district and school accountability. The task force 
is currently meeting.

7. What kind of professional development 
did teachers receive in preparation for the 
standards and the new test?

 •  In 2012, teachers across the state participated in 
creating curriculum samples aligned to the standards. 
Large groups of teachers met in 2013 to refine these 
samples. Along with the samples, the Colorado 
Department of Education website has instructional 
units and support to help teachers align their 
instruction to the standards.

8. What does the new test cost? Is it more 
expensive?

 •  It cost the state nothing to join the PARCC consortium. 
This means Colorado has the benefit of not incurring 
the cost of developing a new test.

 •  If the state changed course now, it would mean 
additional work for teachers and administrators as well 
as an estimated $9 million to $11 million to design our 
own assessments.

 •  The per-student cost of the new CMAS assessment 
being developed by the consortium is less than the 
previous TCAP test.

9. What kind of data will be collected? Will it 
be released?

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, Colorado is required to collect data 
on the performance of schools. The state will collect 
information on student achievement and progress, 
but will not release any personally identifiable student 
information. Federal law protects the privacy of student 
information and education records through the Family 
Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA). 

 •  In June 2014, the state legislature passed the Student 
Data Privacy Act, which prohibits the state from sharing 
individual student data with any organizations outside 
of the state, and only allows them to use collective 
data on public reports.

10. How were teachers involved in the test 
development process?

 •  Twenty-one Colorado teachers and nineteen school 
administrators were involved in the development and 
review of PARCC test items and reading passages. 
Teachers were also members of the Education Leader 
Cadre, a group of teachers who met in face-to-face 
meetings and virtual convenings to share best 
practices, engage in reviewing PARCC state-developed 
instructional materials, and become active leaders in 
state and local implementation.

11. Do students need to be computer literate? 
If so, how will schools meet the technology 
requirements?

 •  Students will need to be computer literate. For the 
math test, however, paper-based versions are available 
for all grades.

 •  While it may take some time to ensure every school has 
the hardware necessary and meets the technological 
requirements, this is a smart investment. Technology is 
not going away. Ensuring that all students, regardless 
of geography or household income, have equal access 
to technology is critical to preparing students for a 21st 
century competitive workforce.

12. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.cde.state.co.us/standardsandinstruction/
coloradostandards-academicstandards 

 •  www.cde.state.co.us/assessment
 •  www.parcconline.org
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org

What is PARCC?

 •  A group of states working 
together to create new 
computer-based assessments 
that will measure whether a 
student is on track to graduate 
high school prepared for 
college and careers.
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In 2013, Connecticut’s on-time high school graduation rate was 80%—comparable 
to many other states. Yet on the Nation’s Report Card (also known as the National 
Assessment of Educational Progress, or NAEP), only half of that year’s graduating class 

demonstrated proficiency in reading and less than one-third were proficient in math. 
Younger students also struggled, as less than half of 4th and 8th graders demonstrated 
proficiency in 
reading and math. 

The NAEP results 
showed that while 
many students 
were graduating 
from high school, 
not all of those 
graduates were 
prepared for 
college, making them less likely to earn a degree if they enrolled in higher education. 
Among members of the class of 2007, 70% enrolled in college immediately after high 
school, but only 46% had earned a degree by 2013. In 2012, 61% of students attending 
Connecticut’s two-year colleges and 32% of students at the state’s four-year universities 
had to take a remedial class because they lacked the skills for college-level work. To 
address these disconnects, in 2010, the Connecticut Board of Education adopted a set of 
college- and career-ready standards in English language arts (ELA) and math to help ensure 
students gain the skills most essential for college and the workforce.

Connecticut’s previous academic standards did not provide students with the skills they 
needed for successful futures. According to a report by the Thomas B. Fordham Institute, 
the math standards for high school were particularly poor and lacked much of the most 
essential material. On the U.S. Chamber of Commerce’s 2007 Leaders and Laggards report, 
Connecticut’s standards received a D because they lacked the rigor necessary to prepare 
students for college-level work. 

With the adoption of higher standards, Connecticut is one step closer to ensuring that 
students will have the opportunity to reach their full potential. By 2020, 67% of jobs in 
the state will require a postsecondary credential. However, only 46% of adults in the state 
currently have such a credential, resulting in a 21% skills gap. Higher standards are essential 
to helping close this gap.

A BIG WIN FOR  
CONNECTICUT  
STUDENTS
The Connecticut Core Standards 

Connecticut’s Proficiency Performance
 on the Nation’s Report Card 

Year
4th  

Math
4th

Reading
8th  

Math
8th  

Reading
12th  
Math

12th  
Reading

2011 45% 42% 38% 45% NA NA

2013 45% 43% 37% 45% 32% 32%
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Better Standards Deserve 
Better Assessments
Teachers across Connecticut overwhelmingly support 
the standards. In a 2014 survey of teachers in the 
state, 73% were enthusiastic about implementing the 
standards. They have been hard at work putting these 
higher academic goals in place since their adoption. It 
has been a significant undertaking involving countless 
hours of professional development, curricula alignment, 
and learning strategies to engage students more 
deeply than ever before. 

The next phase of this work is to implement an 
improved test that is more meaningful to students, 
teachers, and parents in determining which skills 
a student has or has not yet mastered. The state 
needs a test that can measure the critical thinking 
and problem solving skills that our students need to 
succeed—and existing state tests cannot evaluate this 
level of learning. Improved assessments present an 
opportunity to move beyond tests that simply measure 
rote memorization skills to ones that mirror the 
higher standards and provide teachers with valuable 
information on how effectively they are teaching and 
students are learning.

Putting better assessments in place needs to be part 
of a larger system of accountability that supports 
student achievement and holds schools accountable 
for successfully teaching the content outlined in the 
standards. Connecticut is currently in the process of 
revising and improving its accountability system, with 
the goal of ensuring that all students across the state 
receive the same high-quality education. Meaningful 
tests serve as school-wide academic checkups that 
can identify struggling students and schools in need 
of extra support so interventions can be put in place. 
In addition, improved assessments can identify high-
achieving students who require support to maintain 
their academic engagement and provide them with the 
resources necessary to continue to help them excel.

Higher standards created a need for equally high-
quality aligned state assessments. Two multi-state 
consortia were formed to develop assessments in 
math and ELA that were aligned to the Common Core 
standards: PARCC (Partnership for Assessment of 
Readiness for College and Careers) and the Smarter 
Balanced Assessment Consortium. Connecticut has 
been a member of the Smarter Balanced consortium 
since 2010. These consortia included teams of 
academics, testing experts, and teachers who have 
been working tirelessly over the past four years to 
create improved, aligned tests. The two assessment 
systems were field tested in spring 2014 in 35 states, 
including Connecticut, where students took the 
Smarter Balanced tests.

The test aims to do the following:
 •  Accurately measure student progress toward 

college and career readiness.
 •  Assess a wide range of skills, including real-world 

skills, such as critical thinking and writing skills.
 •  Provide real-time information on student 

progress to help guide teacher instruction and 
improve learning.

These high-quality, computer-adaptive tests (CAT) 
will be given to students in grades 3−8 and 11 in 
spring 2015. The difficulty of questions is adjusted 
based on a student’s responses, so it measures a 
greater range and depth of content and provides a 
more accurate measure of progress. The tests were 
specifically designed to help teachers and parents 
know how students are progressing and provide 
important feedback on what students have mastered 
and where they are struggling. The Smarter Balanced 
assessments are a significant upgrade from the 
previous tests and measure more than just the skills 
that can be evaluated with multiple choice questions. 
The Smarter Balanced system also comes with a 
Digital Library that includes classroom activities and 
short formative assessments that are aligned to 
the standards. These activities serve as academic 
checkups so that teachers can measure progress 
throughout the year and provide more support and 
challenges whenever students need them.
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During this transition, it is important to advocate for key criteria 
that will make the state assessments a strong measuring stick 
of how Connecticut students are doing on the path to college 
and careers at the state and national levels. Leaders continue 
to be enthusiastic about the Smarter Balanced assessments 
because they meet so many of the criteria that make up a 
high-quality aligned test. As advocates, we need to ensure that 
the state assessments accurately measure college and career 
readiness, and have these characteristics to serve as a useful 
tool to benefit students. 

A High-Quality Assessment:
 •  Is developed with input from academic and testing 

experts, as well as teachers.
 •  Is field tested and reviewed before full implementation.
 •  Assesses a wide range of real-world skills using a variety of 

question formats.
 •  Provides detailed and timely feedback that acts as an 

academic checkup.
 •  Sends an early warning signal to teachers if students are 

not on track so that interventions can be put in place.
 •  Is comparable across states.

Frequently Asked Questions

1.  What is the difference between standards and 
curriculum? Is the Common Core a curriculum?

 •  Standards are a set of guidelines for what students are 
expected to know and be able to do at specific points in 
their education. Standards provide the foundation for key 
components of the education system, including curricula, 
instructional materials, teacher training, and assessments.

 •  A curriculum is the course of study covering the standards. 
It is set by local school districts and includes the lesson 
plans, programs, and textbooks that teachers use to teach 
the content and skills outlined in the standards.

 •  The Common Core State Standards are not a curriculum. 
They do not determine how teachers deliver content  
to their students or what materials teachers must use to  
do so.

The Connecticut Core 
Standards:
 •  Provide clear expectations of 

what a student should know and 
be able to do at each grade 
level.

 •  Prepare students to meet the 
demands of the 21st century.

 •  Are comparable across states. 

Better Assessments:
 •  Give an honest, objective report 

of how our students are doing.
 •  Ensure all students are held to 

the same expectations.
 •  Identify struggling students so 

they can get the help they need.
 •  Identify high-achieving students 

to provide them with the 
resources necessary to continue 
to excel.

Smarter Balanced:
 •  A group of states working 

together to develop high-quality, 
computer-adaptive assessments 
that measure college and career 
readiness in both math and 
English language arts.



2.  If students are learning with different 
curricula, how can they take the same test?

 •  Although teachers use different materials and 
curricula, students still learn the same skills outlined 
in the standards. Teachers can be creative in their 
instruction, designing lessons to best reach their 
students and establishing a classroom where all 
students can achieve. 

 •  Additionally, the standards encourage teachers to 
dive deeper into key concepts, so that kids work 
beyond memorization and instead communicate the 
thinking behind their answers.

3. Will the new test replace the old state test?

 •  Yes. The Smarter Balanced tests will replace the 
Connecticut Mastery Test (CMT) in grades 3−8 and 
the Connecticut Academic Performance Test (CAPT) 
in grade 11.

 •  About 90% of school districts in the state 
administered the Smarter Balanced field test in 
2014. In spring 2015, all districts will administer the 
Smarter Balanced tests. 

4.  Will annual test scores impact schools and 
districts?

 •  School-wide test results will be used as one measure 
for school accountability. Just as tests are used as 
academic checkups for individual students, they also 
serve as checkups for our schools. Districts need 
to identify struggling students and schools in need 
of extra support so that interventions can be put in 
place to ensure that all students across Connecticut 
will receive a high-quality education.

5. How will test scores impact teachers?

 •  Scores from the Smarter Balanced assessments 
will eventually be used as a measure in the teacher 
evaluation system. The state is seeking to extend 
their waiver from including the test scores for 
another year. It is not clear how soon student testing 
results will be included in the evaluation system.

6. How will test scores impact students?

 •  There are no testing requirements related to 
promotion or graduation.

7.   What kind of professional development 
did teachers receive in preparation for the 
standards and tests?

 •  Connecticut’s Department of Education began 
working on suggested ELA and mathematics curricula 
with content experts—as well as the professional 

development planning—in 2010. Some districts 
began their curriculum writing in 2011, while others 
waited until 2012, and the process continued well 
into 2014. The state continues to hold professional 
development opportunities on standards and 
assessments for teachers across the state.

8.  What kind of data will be collected?  
Will it be released?

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, Connecticut is required to collect 
data on school performance. Aggregate data 
collected includes student test scores and 
information such as attendance, support services, 
and academic growth. The state will not release any 
personally identifiable student information. Only 
individuals who interact with students on a daily 
basis, such as teachers and parents, are allowed to 
see student-specific information. 

 •  Federal and state law protects the privacy of student 
information and education records through the 
Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA). 
The only information that will be publicly available 
will contain aggregate data for schools, districts, and 
subgroups. 

9.  How were teachers involved in the test 
development process?

 •  Connecticut teachers reviewed test questions 
for content, bias/sensitivity, and accessibility and 
assisted with the development of learning resources 
in the Digital Library, an online collection of aligned 
resources to support teachers as they adjust to 
teaching the standards.

10. Do students need to be computer literate?

 •  The Smarter Balanced assessments are completely 
computer-based, so students need to be computer 
literate. 

 •  Although it may take time to ensure that every 
school has the hardware necessary and meets the 
technology requirements, this is a smart investment. 
Technology is not going away. Ensuring that all 
students, regardless of geography or household 
income, have equal access to technology is critical 
to preparing students for a 21st century competitive 
workforce.

11. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.smarterbalanced.org 
 •  www.ctcorestandards.org
 •  www.conncan.org
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org 
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In 2013, the District of Columbia public schools’ on-time high school graduation rate was 
58%—one of the lowest in the nation. That same year, fewer than half of all 4th and 8th 
graders demonstrated proficiency in reading and math on the Nation’s Report Card (also 

known as the National Assessment of 
Educational Progress, or NAEP); results 
were only slightly better on the 2013 
D.C. Comprehensive Assessment System 
(DC CAS). Despite this weak student 
performance, many of these scores 
were all-time highs, and the District of 
Columbia posted the second strongest 
gains of any state in the nation except 
for Tennessee. A factor that greatly 
contributed to D.C.’s improvement was 
the adoption of a rigorous new set of 
core academic standards in English language arts (ELA) and math. 

Adopted in 2010 by the D.C. State Board of Education, these standards were put in place 
to ensure that students not only graduate high school, but that they receive a diploma 
prepared for college, careers, and life. Teachers began teaching the content outlined in the 
standards in 2011. With the adoption of higher standards, Washington, D.C., is one step 
closer to helping ensure that students will have the opportunity to reach their full potential.

A BIG WIN FOR  
DISTRICT OF  
COLUMBIA   
STUDENTS
The Common Core State Standards

The District’s Proficiency Performance
 on the 2013 Nation’s Report Card and DC CAS

Assessment
4th  

Math
4th

Reading
8th  

Math
8th  

Reading

NAEP 52% 38% 38% 35% 

DC CAS 56% 51% 57% 48% 
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Better Standards Deserve 
Better Assessments
Teachers throughout Washington, D.C., have been hard 
at work putting these higher academic goals in place. It 
has been a significant undertaking involving countless 
hours of professional development, curricula alignment, 
and learning strategies to engage students more 
deeply than ever before.

The next phase of this work is to implement an 
improved test that is more meaningful to students, 
teachers, and parents in determining which skills 
a student has or has not yet mastered. The district 
needs a test that can measure the critical thinking 
and problem solving skills that our students need 
to succeed—and existing tests cannot evaluate this 
level of learning. Improved assessments present an 
opportunity to move beyond tests that simply measure 
rote memorization skills to ones that mirror the 
higher standards and provide teachers with valuable 
information on how effectively they are teaching and 
students are learning.

Putting better assessments in place needs to be part 
of a larger system of accountability that supports 
student achievement and holds schools accountable 
for successfully teaching the content outlined in the 
standards. At the heart of accountability is the need 
to ensure that all students across Washington, D.C., 
receive the same high-quality education. Meaningful 
tests serve as school-wide academic checkups that 
can identify struggling students and schools in need of 
extra support and interventions. In addition, improved 
assessments can identify high-achieving students 
who require support to maintain their academic 
engagement and provide them with the resources 
necessary to continue to excel.

For the past four years, teams of academics, testing 
experts, and teachers have been working tirelessly 
to create two testing options aligned to the higher 
standards: PARCC (Partnership for Assessment of 

Readiness for College and Careers) and the Smarter 
Balanced Assessment Consortium. These two tests 
were field tested in spring 2014 in 35 states and 
Washington, D.C., where students in 77 schools 
participated in the PARCC field test.

The tests aim to do the following:
 •  Accurately measure student progress toward 

college and career readiness.
 •  Assess a wide range of skills, including critical 

thinking and writing skills.
 •  Provide real-time information on student progress 

to help guide teacher instruction and improve 
learning.

Washington, D.C., is a governing member of the 
PARCC consortium. District of Columbia teachers 
played an important role in the development of the 
PARCC tests by reviewing questions and passages 
as well as providing feedback on test items. The 
high-quality, computer-based assessments match 
the high expectations of the Common Core State 
Standards. The PARCC tests require students to apply 
mathematical knowledge to solve real-world problems 
and apply research and writing skills in longer essay 
questions. Test results will give students, parents, 
and teachers specific feedback about whether or not 
students are on track to graduate ready for college, 
careers, and life, and in what areas they may need 
extra support. Teachers will give students interim 
assessments at various points throughout the year 
that will serve as academic checkups to ensure that 
students are on track throughout the year. Students in 
grades 3−8 will take the PARCC English language arts 
and math tests in spring 2015. High school students in 
Algebra 1, Geometry, and English 1 and 2 will take the 
end-of-course tests. 

During this transition, it is important to advocate for key 
criteria that will make the state assessments a strong 
measuring stick of how Washington, D.C., students are 
doing on the path to college and careers at the state 
and national levels. Leaders continue to be enthusiastic 
about the PARCC tests because they meet so many 
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of the criteria that make up a high-quality aligned test. As 
advocates, we need to ensure that our updated assessments 
accurately measure college and career readiness and have these 
characteristics to serve as a useful tool to benefit students.

A High-Quality Assessment:
 •  Is developed with input from academic and testing 

experts, as well as teachers.
 •  Is field tested and reviewed before full implementation.
 •  Assesses a wide range of real-world skills using a variety of 

question formats.
 •  Includes formative or interim assessments that act as 

academic checkups to ensure that students are keeping 
pace.

 •  Provides detailed and timely feedback that sends an early 
warning signal to teachers if students are not on track so 
that interventions can be put in place.

 •  Is comparable across states.

Frequently Asked Questions

1.  What is the difference between standards and 
curriculum?

 •  Standards are a set of guidelines for what students are 
expected to know and be able to do at specific points in 
their education. Standards provide the foundation for key 
components of the education system, including curricula, 
instructional materials, teacher training, and assessments.

 •  A curriculum is the course of study covering the standards. 
It is set by local school districts and includes the lesson 
plans, programs, and textbooks that teachers use to teach 
the content and skills outlined in the standards.

2.  If students are learning with different curricula, 
how can they take the same test?

 •  Although teachers use different materials and curricula, 
students still learn the same skills outlined in the standards. 
Teachers can be creative in their instruction, designing 
lessons to best reach their students and establishing a 
classroom where all students can achieve. 

Better Assessments:
 •  Give us an honest, objective 

report of how our students are 
doing.

 •  Ensure all students are held to 
the same expectations.

 •  Identify struggling students so 
they can get the help they need.

 •  Identify high-achieving students 
to provide them with the 
resources necessary to continue 
to excel.

PARCC:
 •  A group of states working 

together to develop high-quality, 
computer-based assessments 
that measure college and career 
readiness in both math and 
English language arts.



3.  Will the new test replace the old  
state test?

 •  The PARCC assessments will replace the DC 
CAS in English language arts and math in 
grades 3–8 and the end-of-course tests for 
Algebra 1, Geometry, and English 1 and 2.

4.  Will test scores impact schools and 
districts?

 •  School-wide test results will be used as one 
measure for school accountability. Just as 
teachers use tests as academic checkups for 
individual students, they are also checkups for 
our schools. Districts need to identify schools in 
need of extra support so that interventions can 
be put in place to ensure that all students across 
a district and in the state will receive a high-
quality education.

5. How will test scores impact teachers?

 •  Individual Value-Added Student Achievement 
Data (IVA) is a measure of a teacher’s impact 
on student learning. It is assessed by state 
assessment scores and other student-specific 
factors. Due to the transition to the PARCC 
assessments, IVA will not be included in teacher 
evaluations for the 2014−15 school year.

6. How will test scores impact students?

 •  Currently, there are no test requirements for 
graduation.

7.   What kind of professional development 
did teachers receive in preparation for the 
standards?

 •  Since 2011, teachers and administrators have 
been receiving guidance and training in 
implementation of the standards in English  
and math.

8.  What kind of data will be collected?  
Will it be released?

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, Washington, D.C., is required to 
collect data on school performance. Aggregate 
data collected includes student test scores 
and information such as attendance, support 
services, and academic growth. The District 
of Columbia will not release any personally 

identifiable student information. Only individuals 
who interact with students on a daily basis, such 
as teachers and parents, are allowed to see 
student-specific information. 

 •  Federal law protects the privacy of student 
information and education records through 
the Family Educational Rights and Privacy 
Act (FERPA). The only information that will be 
publicly available will contain aggregate data for 
schools, districts, and subgroups.  

9.  How were teachers involved in the test 
development process?

 •  Washington, D.C., teachers reviewed and 
provided feedback on test items. In addition, 
some teachers are playing an important role 
in providing information about PARCC to their 
fellow educators and the public through the 
Educator Leader Cadre, a group of teachers 
who share best practices and are active leaders 
in state and local implementation.

10.  Do students need to be computer 
literate?

 •  Students need to be computer literate, but 
paper and pencil versions will be available 
during the first three years of testing for 
schools that do not yet meet the technology 
requirement or prefer that method.

 •  The District of Columbia has gone to 
great lengths to meet PARCC’s technology 
recommendation of having at least one 
computer for every three students. This is a 
smart investment. Technology is not going 
away. Ensuring that all students, regardless of 
geography or household income, have equal 
access to technology is critical to preparing 
students for a 21st century workforce. 

11. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.parcconline.org
 •  www.dcps.dc.gov/DCPS/In+the+Classroom
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org
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In 2013, Delaware’s on-time high school graduation rate was on the rise and at its 
highest point in recent years—80%. But only 19% of that year’s graduating class met 
the college readiness score of 1550 

on the SAT. That same year, on the 
Nation’s Report Card, also known as 
the National Assessment of Educational 
Progress (NAEP), less than half of all 
4th graders and only one-third of 8th 
graders demonstrated proficiency in 
reading and math. But on the Delaware 
Comprehensive Assessment System 
(DCAS), almost three-fourths of these 
students were deemed proficient in 
both subjects. The bar was set too 
low—although students were graduating high school and achieving proficiency on the 
state assessments, they were not prepared for college and careers. Recognizing this 
disconnect, the State Board of Education adopted a set of college- and career-ready 
standards in 2010 in English language arts (ELA) and math to help ensure students were 
learning the skills most essential for college and the workforce.
 
The previous state standards did not provide students with the skills they needed for 
successful futures. According to the Fordham Institute, the ELA standards were among 
the worst in the country and the math standards, although clear and well-organized, 
lacked some essential content, especially at the high school level. On the U.S Chamber 
of Commerce’s 2007 Leaders and Laggards report, Delaware’s state standards received a 
D in rigor. In addition, the state received an F in postsecondary workforce readiness.

The state board’s decision to adopt improved standards was clearly needed. Delaware 
was one of more than 40 states and the District of Columbia to adopt college- and 
career-ready standards. They were implemented in all schools across the state in the 
2013−14 school year. With the adoption of higher standards, Delaware is one step closer 
to ensuring that students will have the opportunity to reach their full potential. By 2020, 
61% of jobs in the state will require a postsecondary credential. However, only 36% of 
adults currently have such a credential, resulting in a 25% skills gap. Higher standards are 
essential to closing this gap.

A BIG WIN FOR  
DELAWARE   
STUDENTS
The Common Core State Standards 

Delaware’s Proficiency Rates
 on the 2013 NAEP and DCAS

Assessment
4th  

Math
4th

Reading
8th  

Math
8th  

Reading

DCAS 74% 74% 71% 73% 

NAEP 42% 38% 33% 33% 
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Better Standards Deserve 
Better Assessments
Teachers across Delaware have been hard at work 
preparing curricula to align with the standards since 
their adoption. Although the standards outline the 
skills and content instructed in the classroom, the 
materials used in the classroom are decided by 
schools and districts. Teachers have spent countless 
hours on professional development, curricula 
alignment, and learning strategies to engage students 
more deeply than ever before. 

The next phase of this work is to implement aligned 
assessments that are more meaningful to students, 
teachers, and parents in determining which skills a 
student has or has not yet mastered in order to be 
prepared for college and careers. The state needs a 
test that can measure the critical thinking and problem 
solving skills that our students need to succeed—
existing state tests cannot evaluate this level of 
learning. Improved assessments are an opportunity 
to move beyond rote memorization “bubble tests” 
to ones that mirror the higher standards and provide 
teachers with valuable information on how effectively 
they are teaching and students are learning.

Putting better assessments in place is critical and 
needs to be part of a larger system of accountability 
that supports student achievement and holds schools 
accountable for successfully teaching the content 
outlined in the standards. At the heart of accountability 
is the need to ensure that all students across Delaware 
receive the same high-quality education. Meaningful 
tests serve as school-wide academic checkups that 
can identify struggling students and schools in need 
of extra support so interventions can be put in place. 
In addition, improved assessments can identify high-
achieving students who require support to maintain 
their academic engagement and provide them with the 
resources necessary to continue to excel.

For the past four years, teams of academics, testing 
experts, and teachers have been working tirelessly to 
create two new testing options aligned to college- 
and career-ready standards: PARCC (Partnership for 
Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers) 
and the Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium. 
These two testing systems were field tested in spring 
2014 in 35 states, including Delaware, where students 
participated in the Smarter Balanced field test.

The tests aim to do the following:
 •  Accurately measure students’ progress toward 

college and career readiness.
 •  Assess a wide range of skills, including critical 

thinking and writing skills.
 •  Provide real-time information on student progress 

to help guide teacher instruction and improve 
learning.

Delaware is a governing member of the Smarter 
Balanced consortium. Students in grades 3−8 and 
11 will take the Smarter Balanced assessments in 
English language arts and math in spring 2015. These 
computer-adaptive assessments will adjust the difficulty 
of questions throughout the test to more accurately 
measure which skills a student has mastered. The 
question types will vary and will require students to 
respond with longer essays and explain their reasoning. 
The Smarter Balanced system also provides a Digital 
Library, an online collection of aligned resources 
that support teachers in using in-class formative 
assessments to ensure students are keeping pace 
throughout the year.

During this transition, it is important to advocate 
for key criteria that will make the state assessments 
a strong measuring stick of how Delaware students 
are doing on the path to college and careers at the 
state and national levels. Leaders continue to be 
enthusiastic about the Smarter Balanced assessments 
because they meet so many of the criteria that make 
up a high-quality aligned test. As advocates, we need 
to ensure that the assessments accurately measure 
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college and career readiness and serve as a useful tool to 
benefit students. 

A High-Quality Assessment
 •  Is developed with input from academic and testing 

experts, and most importantly, teachers.
 •  Is field tested and reviewed before full implementation.
 •  Assesses a wide range of real-world skills using a variety of 

question formats.
 •  Includes formative or interim assessments that act as 

academic checkups to make sure students are  
keeping pace.

 •  Provides detailed and timely feedback that sends an early 
warning signal to teachers if students are not on track so 
that interventions can be put in place.

 •  Identifies high-achieving students so they can receive the 
support necessary to continue to excel.

 •  Is comparable across states.

Frequently Asked Questions

1.  What is the difference between standards and 
curriculum?

 •  Standards are a set of guidelines for what students are 
expected to know and be able to do at specific points in 
their education. Standards provide the foundation for key 
components of the education system, including curricula, 
instructional materials, teacher training, and assessments.

 •  A curriculum is the course of study covering the standards. 
It is set by local school districts and includes the lesson 
plans, programs, and textbooks that teachers use to teach 
the content and skills outlined in the standards.

2.  If students are learning with different curricula, 
how can they take the same test?

 •  Although teachers use different materials and curricula, 
students still learn the same skills outlined in the standards. 
Teachers can be creative in their instruction, designing 

The Delaware Common 
Core State Standards
 •  Are more rigorous academic 

standards that prepare all 
students for success after high 
school.

 •  Emphasize real-world skills like 
critical thinking and problem 
solving.

 •  Are comparable across states.

Better Assessments
 •  Give an honest, objective 

report of how our students are 
doing.

 •  Ensure that all students are 
held to the same expectations.

 •  Identify struggling students 
so they can get the help they 
need. 

 •  Identify high-achieving 
students so they can receive 
the resources they need to 
continue to excel.

Smarter Balanced 
Consortium
 •  A group of states working 

together to develop high-
quality, computer-adaptive 
assessments that measure 
college and career readiness 
in both math and English 
language arts.



lessons to best reach their students and 
establishing classrooms where all students  
can achieve. 

3.  Will the new test replace the old  
state test?

 •  Yes. The Smarter Balanced assessments 
will replace the Delaware Comprehensive 
Assessment System (DCAS) in grades 3−8 and 
11 in math and ELA this spring. 

4.  Will annual test scores impact schools  
and districts?

 •  School-wide test results will be used as one 
measure for school accountability. Just as tests 
are used as academic checkups for individual 
students, they also serve as checkups for our 
schools. Districts need to identify struggling 
students and schools in need of support so that 
interventions can be put in place to ensure that 
all students across Delaware receive a  
high-quality education.

5. Will test scores impact teachers?

 •  For the first year of testing, Smarter Balanced 
scores will not be used as a part of teacher 
evaluations. In 2016, student growth as 
evidenced on the Smarter Balanced tests will  
be included in teacher evaluations.

6. How will test scores impact students?

 •  There are no testing requirements for 
graduation or promotion.

 
7.  What kind of data will be collected? Will it 

be released?

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, Delaware is required to collect 
data on school performance. Aggregate 
data collected includes student test scores 
and information such as attendance, support 
services, and academic growth. The state will 
not release any personally identifiable student 
information. Only individuals who interact with 
students on a daily basis, such as teachers and 
parents, are allowed to see student-specific 
information. 

 •  Federal law protects the privacy of student 
information and education records through 
the Family Educational Rights and Privacy 
Act (FERPA). The only information that will be 
publicly available will contain aggregate data for 
schools, districts, and subgroups. 

8.  How were teachers involved in the test 
development process?

 •  Delaware teachers were involved in a review of 
the test questions for content, bias/sensitivity, 
and accessibility. They also assisted with the 
development of learning resources in the Digital 
Library, an online collection of aligned resources 
to support teachers as they adjust to teaching 
the standards.

9.  Do students need to be computer 
literate?

 •  Students need to be computer literate. Paper 
and pencil versions will be available during the 
first three years of testing for schools that cannot 
meet the technology requirement. 

 •  While it may take time to ensure that every 
school has the hardware necessary and meets 
the technology requirements, this is a smart 
investment. Technology is not going away. 
Ensuring that all students, regardless of 
geography or household income, have equal 
access to technology is critical to preparing 
students for a 21st century competitive 
workforce.

10. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.smarterbalanced.org
 •  www.dedoe.schoolwires.net/domain/111 
 •  www.de.portal.airast.org/smarter/ 
 •  www.delexcels.org
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org
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It is no secret that Georgia’s students have been performing at the bottom of the pack. 
To turn things around, the State Board of Education adopted in 2010 a unique set of 
college- and career-ready standards called the Common Core Georgia Performance 

Standards. These standards were 
designed to prepare our students 
to be 21st century learners. They are 
higher, clearer, and more focused on 
the essential skills and knowledge 
students need in college and careers 
upon graduation. 

The previous state standards did not 
equip our students with the skills 
necessary for success. Students were 
meeting benchmarks on the old state 
test, the Criterion Referenced Competency Test (CRCT), but these figures were deceptive. 
Although more than 80% of students in every grade scored proficient on the CRCT, on the 
most recent Nation’s Report Card, or National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 
fewer than half of students scored proficient in reading and math. Georgia state assessments 
set the bar too low for our students, allowing some to graduate high school thinking they 
were prepared for success in college and careers when that was not always the case.

With the adoption of the updated standards, Georgia is one step closer to ensuring that 
students will have the opportunity to reach their full potential. By 2020, 61% of jobs in 
Georgia will require a postsecondary credential. However, only 34% of adults in the state 
currently have this credential, resulting in a 27% skills gap. By raising the bar, we can be 
confident that our students will be qualified to fill these jobs, contributing to the growth of 
our economy.  

Georgia’s Proficiency Rates on the 2013 Nation’s 
Report Card (NAEP) and the 2013 Criterion 

Referenced Competency Test (CRCT)
4th  

Math
4th

Reading
8th  

Math
8th  

Reading

NAEP 39% 34% 29% 32% 

CRCT 84% 93% 83% 97% 

A BIG WIN FOR  
GEORGIA  
STUDENTS
Common Core Georgia Performance Standards
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Better Standards Deserve 
Better Assessments
Teachers across Georgia have been hard at work 
putting these higher academic goals in place. It has 
been a significant undertaking involving many hours of 
professional development, creating new curricula and 
teaching strategies, and developing ways to engage 
students more deeply than ever before. 

The next phase of this work is to implement an 
assessment in Georgia that is more meaningful to 
students, teachers, and parents in determining which 
skills a student has or has not yet mastered in order to 
be prepared for college-level work. The CRCT was not 
able to measure these higher-level skills. 

Putting better assessments in place is not enough. They 
need to be part of a larger system of accountability that 
supports student achievement and holds our schools 
accountable for successfully teaching the content 
outlined in the standards. At the heart of accountability 
is the need to ensure that all students across Georgia are 
receiving the same high-quality education. Meaningful 
assessments serve as school-wide academic checkups 
that can identify struggling students and schools in need 
of extra support and interventions. In addition, improved 
assessments can identify high-achieving students who 
require support to maintain their academic engagement 
and provide them the resources necessary to continue 
to help them excel.

What Does a High-Quality 
Assessment Look Like?
A high-quality assessment:
 •  Is developed with input from academic and testing 

experts, as well as teachers;
 •  Is field-tested and reviewed before full 

implementation;
 •  Assesses a wide range of real-world skills using a 

variety of question formats;

 •  Provides detailed and timely feedback that acts as 
an “academic checkup”;

 •  Sends an early warning signal to teachers if 
students are not on track so interventions can be 
put in place; and

 • Is comparable across states.

To accurately measure the skills outlined in the updated 
standards, Georgia developed a state-specific set of 
assessments aligned to the English language arts and 
math standards. The tests were created in partnership 
with Georgia teachers and state institutions of higher 
education. This process gave teachers a direct role 
in developing and reviewing the test blueprints and 
specifications as well as reviewing the test questions. 
The result was the Georgia Milestones Assessment 
System, a unique, comprehensive assessment that 
includes end-of-grade tests in math and reading for 
grades 3−8 and end-of-course tests in selected courses 
in high school. These will be given to students in spring 
2015. Students will no longer simply “fill in the bubble” 
but instead be required to show a deeper level of 
understanding through extended writing tasks and 
multi-step questions. Results will include more than just 
a score; they will give an accurate picture of student 
strengths and weaknesses, thereby giving parents 
and teachers actionable data that can be used for 
remediation and enrichment. 

During this time of transition, it is important to continue 
to advocate for a high-quality state test aligned to 
standards that can serve as a strong measuring stick of 
how Georgia students are doing on the path to college 
and careers. Leaders continue to be enthusiastic about 
the Milestones system because it includes so many 
of the criteria that characterize a high-quality test and 
result in higher quality instruction for all students. As 
supporters, we need to ensure that our state test not 
only accurately measures college and career readiness, 
but also possesses the characteristics that will make it a 
useful tool to help students improve. 
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Frequently Asked Questions
1. What is the difference between curriculum and 
standards?

 •  Standards are a set of guidelines for what students are 
expected to know and be able to do at specific points in 
their education. Standards provide the foundation for key 
components of the education system, including curricula, 
instructional materials, teacher training, and assessments.

 •  A curriculum is the course of study covering the 
standards. It is set by local school districts and includes 
the lesson plans, programs, and textbooks that teachers 
use to teach the content and skills outlined in the 
standards.

2. If students are learning with different curricula, 
how can they take the same test? 

 •  Although teachers use different materials and curricula, 
students still learn the same skills outlined in the 
standards. Teachers can be creative in their instruction, 
designing lessons to best reach their students and 
creating a classroom where all students can achieve. 

3. Will the new test replace the old state test?

 •  Yes, Georgia Milestones will replace the previous CRCT 
exams in grades 3−8 and high school. 

4. How will test scores impact schools and districts?

 •  Georgia Milestones is one measure used in the College 
and Career Ready Performance Index reports for all 
public school districts and schools.

5. How will test scores impact teachers?

 •  One component of a teacher’s evaluation is student 
growth, which includes Milestones scores if the teacher 
instructs a tested course (only 30% of teachers do). 
Student growth makes up 50% of an evaluation. 

Why Support the 
Common Core Georgia 
Performance Standards?

 •  They are more rigorous 
academic standards that 
prepare all students for success 
after high school.

 •  They emphasize real-world 
skills, like critical thinking and 
problem-solving.

 •  They are comparable across 
states.

Why Do We Need  
Good Tests?

 •  They give us an honest, 
objective report of how our 
students are doing.

 •  They ensure all students are 
held to the same expectations.

 •  They identify struggling 
students so they can get the 
help they need.



6. How will test scores impact students?

 •  For high school students, Milestones tests will replace final 
exams and count as 20% of a student’s final grade.

7. What kind of data will be collected? Will it be 
released?

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary Education 
Act, Georgia is required to collect data on the 
performance of schools. Data collected will include 
student test scores and information such as attendance, 
support services, and academic growth. The state will not 
release any personally identifiable student information. 
Only individuals who interact with students on a daily 
basis, such as teachers and parents, are allowed to see 
student-specific information. Federal law protects the 
privacy of student information and education records 
through the Family Educational Rights and Privacy 
Act (FERPA). The only information that will be publicly 
available will contain aggregate data for schools, districts, 
and subgroups.  

9. How were teachers involved in the test 
development process?

 •  Teachers were heavily involved in test development. All 
items were reviewed by committee at least two times prior 
to appearing on the test. Teachers also had direct input 
into the blueprints and specifications of the test.

 
10. Do students need to be computer literate?

 •  Georgia Milestones is an online assessment, but will be 
phased in gradually. The goal is for 100% of schools to be 
using the online version by the fifth year of testing. 

 •  Although it will take some time to ensure that every school 
has the necessary hardware and meets the technology 
requirements, this is a smart investment. Technology is 
not going away. Ensuring that all students, regardless 
of geography or household income, have equal access 
to technology is critical to preparing students for a 21st 
century competitive workforce.

12. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.gadoe.org/Curriculum-Instruction-and-Assessment/
Assessment/Pages/Georgia-Milestones-Assessment-
System.aspx

 •  www.georgiastandards.org/Common-Core/Pages/default.
aspx

 •  www.BusinessForCore.org
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Since 2010, Hawaii has made significant progress towards its “55 by ‘25” goal to 
increase the percentage of adults with a postsecondary degree to 55% by 2025. 
In 2014, Hawaii’s on-time high school graduation rate was 82%—in line with many 

other states. And on the 2013 Nation’s 
Report Card (also known as the National 
Assessment of Educational Progress, 
or NAEP), Hawaii was one of just a few 
states to make noteworthy gains from 
2011 NAEP results in 4th and 8th grade 
reading and math. 

Despite these encouraging figures, there 
is still work to be done to ensure that 
Hawaii improves educational outcomes 
for its students and achieve its “55 by 
‘25” goal. In 2013, less than one-third 
of the state’s 4th graders demonstrated 
proficiency in reading, and both 4th 
and 8th graders performed below the 
national average in the subject. In 2012, 
36% of students who entered the University of Hawaii system had to enroll in a remedial 
math course and 31% in a remedial English course—evidence of the misalignment 
between public education standards and higher education expectations. To address this 
longstanding disconnect, in 2010 the State Board of Education adopted a set of college- 
and career-ready standards in English language arts (ELA) and math, known as the Hawaii 
Common Core, to help ensure that students graduate with the skills needed in college and 
the workforce. The adoption of these standards was a critical step to ensure that Hawaii 
continued to make progress toward achieving the goal of “55 by ‘25”.

With the implementation of the Hawaii Common Core Standards, Hawaii is one step 
closer to ensuring that students will have the opportunity to reach their full potential. By 
2020, 70% of jobs in Hawaii will require a postsecondary credential. However, only 44% of 
adults in the state currently have such a credential. To reach the goal of “55 by ‘25,” the 
number of degree-holders must increase by almost 11%. Higher standards are essential 
to helping reach this goal.

A BIG WIN FOR  
HAWAII   
STUDENTS
The Hawaii Common Core Standards

Student Proficiency Performance on the
Nation’s Report Card
4th  

Math
4th

Reading
8th  

Math
8th  

Reading

Hawaii 
2011

40% 27% 30% 26% 

Hawaii 
2013

46% 30% 32% 28% 

National 
Average 

2013
41% 34% 34% 34%



A BIG WIN FOR  
HAWAII STUDENTS

2

Better Standards Deserve 
Better Assessments
Teachers across Hawaii have been hard at work 
preparing for the standards since their adoption. It 
has been a significant undertaking involving hours 
of professional development, curricula alignment, 
and learning strategies to engage students in the 
instruction of the standards.

Now that the standards have been fully implemented 
in all Hawaii public schools, the next phase is to 
implement an improved assessment that is more 
meaningful to students, teachers, and parents in 
determining which standards a student has or has not 
yet mastered in order to be on track for college and 
careers. The state needs an assessment to measure the 
critical thinking and problem solving skills that Hawaii 
students need to succeed. Improved assessments 
present an opportunity to move beyond tests that 
measure rote memorization skills to ones that mirror the 
higher standards and provide teachers with valuable 
information on how effectively they are teaching and 
students are learning. 
 
Putting better assessments in place needs to be part 
of a larger system of accountability that supports 
student achievement. At the heart of accountability is 
the need to ensure that all students across Hawaii have 
access to the same high-quality education. Meaningful 
assessments serve as school-wide academic checkups 
that can identify students who are having difficulty 
meeting the standards so that interventions can be 
implemented. In addition, improved assessments can 
identify high-achieving students who require support 
to maintain their academic engagement and provide 
them with the resources necessary to continue to excel.

Since 2010, teams of higher education faculty 
members, teachers, and testing experts have been 
working tirelessly to create two new assessment options 
aligned to college- and career-ready standards: PARCC 

(Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College 
and Careers) and the Smarter Balanced Assessment 
Consortium. These two assessment systems were field 
tested in spring 2014 in 35 states, including Hawaii, 
where 20,000 students in 91 schools participated in the 
Smarter Balanced field tests.

The assessments aim to do the following:
 •  Accurately measure student progress toward 

college and career readiness.
 •  Assess a wide range of real-world skills, including 

critical thinking and writing skills.
 •  Provide real-time information on student progress 

to help guide teacher instruction and improve 
learning.

Hawaii is a governing member of the Smarter Balanced 
Assessment Consortium. These assessments will 
replace the Hawaii State Assessments (HSA) in grades 
3–8 and 11 in ELA and math beginning in spring 2015. 
The Smarter Balanced assessments measure not only 
what students know, but also how well they can apply 
their knowledge in real-world situations by requiring 
them to demonstrate a variety of research, writing, 
critical thinking, and problem solving skills. Hawaii 
teachers will have access to the Smarter Balanced 
Digital Library, a collection of instructional materials that 
can be used as academic checkups to ensure students 
are making developmentally adequate progress. Since 
the assessments will be given annually in grades 3–8 
and 11, the score reports will provide students, parents, 
and teachers with ongoing opportunities to address 
issues well before students are ready to graduate. 

During this transition, it is important to advocate for key 
criteria that will make the state assessments a strong 
measuring stick of how Hawaii students are doing on 
the path to college and career readiness at the state 
and national levels. Leaders continue to be enthusiastic 
about the Smarter Balanced assessments because 
they meet so many of the criteria that make up a high-
quality, aligned assessment. 
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A High-Quality Assessment:
 •  Is developed with input from K–12 teachers, higher 

education faculty, and testing experts. 
 •  Is field tested and reviewed before full implementation.
 •  Assesses a wide range of real-world skills using a variety of 

question formats.
 •  Includes formative or interim assessments that act as 

academic checkups to ensure that students are keeping 
pace and meeting developmentally appropriate standards.

 •  Provides detailed and timely feedback that sends an early 
warning signal to teachers if students are not on track, so 
that interventions can be put in place.

 •  Is comparable across states.

Frequently Asked Questions

1.  What is the difference between standards and 
curriculum?

 •  Standards are a set of guidelines for what students are 
expected to know and be able to do at specific points 
developmental stages in their education. Standards 
provide the foundation for key components of the 
education system, including curricula, instructional 
materials, teacher training, and assessments.

 •  A curriculum is a course of study. It is set by local school 
districts and includes the lesson plans, programs, and 
textbooks that teachers use to teach the content and skills 
outlined in the standards.

2.  If students are learning with different curricula, 
how can they take the same test?

 •  Although teachers use different materials and curricula, 
students still learn the same skills outlined in the standards. 
Teachers remain creative in their instruction, designing 
lessons to best reach all students and establishing a 
classroom where all students can achieve. 

3.  Will the Smarter Balanced assessment replace  
the HSA?

 •  Yes. The Smarter Balanced English language arts and math 
tests will replace the Hawaii Skills Assessment (HSA) in 
grades 3–8 and 11.

Better assessments:

 •  Give an honest, objective report 
of student progress.

 •  Ensure all students are held to 
the same standards.

 •  Identify learning gaps so 
academic interventions can be 
put in place.

 •  Identify high-achieving students 
to provide them with the 
resources necessary to continue 
to excel.

Smarter Balanced 
Assessment Consortium:

 •  A group of states working 
together to develop high-quality, 
computer-adaptive assessments 
that measure college and career 
readiness in both math and 
English language arts.



4.  Will assessment scores impact schools and 
complex areas?

 •  School-wide assessments will be used as one 
measure for school accountability. Complex 
areas will identify struggling students and 
schools in need of support so that interventions 
can be put in place to ensure that all students 
across Hawaii have access to a high-quality 
education.

5. Will assessment scores impact teachers?

 •  Student growth, as measured by scores at two 
different points in time, is one element that will 
be used in teacher evaluations. Since this is 
the first year of the Smarter Balanced tests, the 
student growth model cannot yet be used.

6.  Will assessment scores impact students? 

 •  There are no testing achievement level 
requirements for promotion or graduation.

 •  Students who reach qualifying achievement 
levels on the grade 11 assessments will be 
eligible for direct placement into entry-level 
college math and English courses at University 
of Hawaii campuses.

7.   What kind of professional development 
did teachers receive in preparation for the 
standards and tests? 

 •  Since 2014, the Hawaii Department of Education 
has worked through a five-phase professional 
development plan. Hundreds of professional 
development opportunities have been provided 
by state staff and thousands more have taken 
place throughout the complex areas. These have 
included sessions focused on the shifts in the 
standards, examining the crosswalks between 
the previous standards and the Hawaii Common 
Core, addressing gaps in current instructional 
materials, deepening understanding of 
aligned assessments, and learning how to use 
the curriculum materials to best address the 
standards.

 •  The state has delivered professional 
development via in-person trainings, webinars, 
digital protocols, and online courses. The state 
has also partnered with numerous organizations 
to provide professional development, including 
the University of Hawaii, Student Achievement 
Partners, the Dana Center, the BERC group, and 
various curriculum providers. 

8.  What kind of data will be collected? Will it 
be released?

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, Hawaii is required to collect 
data on school performance. Aggregate 
data collected includes student test scores 
and information such as attendance, support 
services, and academic growth. The state will 
not release any personally identifiable student 
information. Only individuals who interact with 
students on a daily basis, such as teachers and 
parents, are allowed to see student-specific 
information. 

 •  Federal law protects the privacy of student 
information and education records through 
the Family Educational Rights and Privacy 
Act (FERPA). The only information that will be 
publicly available will contain aggregate data for 
schools, districts, and subgroups. 

9.  How were teachers involved in the test 
development process?

 •  Hawaii teachers were involved in online and 
in-person review of the test questions for 
content, bias/sensitivity, and accessibility. They 
also assisted with the development of learning 
resources in the Digital Library, an online 
collection of Hawaii Common Core-aligned 
resources to support teachers.

10.  Do students need to be computer 
literate?

 •  Students need to be computer literate. Paper 
and pencil versions will be available during the 
first three years of testing for schools that cannot 
meet the technology requirement. 

11. Why is computer literacy important? 

 •  While it may take time to ensure that every 
school has the hardware necessary and 
meets the technology requirements, this is a 
smart investment. Ensuring that all students, 
regardless of geography or household income, 
have equal access to technology is critical 
to preparing students for a 21st century 
competitive workforce.

12. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.smarterbalanced.org
 •  www.hawaiipublicschools.org/

TeachingAndLearning/Testing/  
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org 
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In 2010, Iowa’s on-time graduation rate was 89%—one of the highest in the nation—and 
more than 60% of 4th and 8th graders achieved proficiency in reading and math on the 
state assessments. Unfortunately, the Nation’s Report Card (also known as the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress, 
or NAEP) told a different story. Less 
than half of students in the 4th and 8th 
grades demonstrated proficiency on 
the NAEP reading and math tests. The 
state’s bar was set too low—although 
students were graduating high school 
and achieving proficiency on state 
assessments, they were not mastering 
the skills needed for college and 
careers. To address this disconnect, 
in 2010 the State Board of Education 
adopted a set of college- and career-
ready standards in English language arts 
(ELA) and math to help ensure students 
were learning the most essential skills. 
Additionally, in 2011, Iowa transitioned from the Iowa Tests of Basic Skills (ITBS) and the 
Iowa Tests of Educational Development (ITED) to the Iowa Assessments, which were 
under development during the adoption of the new standards.

According to a 2010 report by the Thomas B. Fordham Institute, Iowa’s previous 
academic standards did not prioritize the most important skills and lacked much of the 
most critical content for students to learn. The former ELA standards contained almost no 
rigorous expectations at the high school level and were among the worst in the country.

With the adoption of higher standards, Iowa is one step closer to ensuring that students 
will have the opportunity to reach their full potential. By 2020, 64% of jobs in the state will 
require a postsecondary credential. However, only 46% of adults in Iowa currently have 
such a credential, resulting in an 18% skills gap. Higher standards are essential to helping 
close this gap.

A BIG WIN FOR  
IOWA  
STUDENTS
The Iowa Core 

Iowa’s Proficiency Rates
 on the 2013 Nation’s Report Card and 

on the 2010 and 2013 Iowa Assessments

Assessment
4th  

Math
4th

Reading
8th  

Math
8th  

Reading

NAEP 37% 26% 35% 31% 

ITBS 2010 37% 27% 33% 31% 

Iowa
Assessments 

2013
79% 75% 75% 75%
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Better Standards Need Better 
Assessments
Teachers across Iowa have been hard at work 
putting these higher academic goals in place 
since their adoption. It has been a significant 
undertaking involving countless hours of professional 
development, curricula alignment, and learning 
strategies to engage students more deeply than  
ever before. 

The next phase of this work is to implement an 
improved assessment that is more meaningful to 
students, teachers, and parents in determining 
which skills a student has or has not yet mastered. 
The state needs a test that can measure the critical 
thinking and problem solving skills that our students 
need to succeed—and existing state tests cannot 
evaluate this level of learning. Improved assessments 
present an opportunity to move beyond tests that 
simply measure rote memorization skills to ones that 
mirror the higher standards and provide teachers 
with valuable information on how effectively they are 
teaching and students are learning.

Putting better assessments in place needs to be part 
of a larger system of accountability that supports 
student achievement and holds schools accountable 
for successfully teaching the content outlined in the 
standards. At the heart of accountability is the need  
to ensure that all students across Iowa receive a  
high-quality education. Meaningful tests serve as 
school-wide academic checkups that can identify 
struggling students and schools in need of extra 
support and interventions. In addition, improved 
assessments can identify high-achieving students 
who require support to maintain their academic 
engagement and provide them with the resources 
necessary to continue to excel.

For the past four years, teams of academics, testing 
experts, and teachers have been working tirelessly 
to create two testing options aligned to the higher 

standards: PARCC (Partnership for Assessment of 
Readiness for College and Careers) and the Smarter 
Balanced Assessment Consortium. These two tests 
were field tested in spring 2014 in 35 states. In Iowa, 
about 6,800 students took the Smarter Balanced  
field test.

These tests aim to do the following:
 •  Accurately measure student progress toward 

college and career readiness.
 •  Assess a wide range of skills, including critical 

thinking and writing.
 •  Provide real-time information on student 

progress to help guide teacher instruction and 
improve learning.

Iowa was originally a member of the Smarter Balanced 
consortium but withdrew in 2014 while an appointed 
task force worked to consider options for a state 
test that would be the best fit for Iowa. Students in 
grades 3−11 are projected to take the newly adopted 
assessments in spring 2017. The assessment task force 
delivered a recommendation to the state legislature 
in January 2015 that Iowa should adopt the Smarter 
Balanced assessments. However the final decision 
about a new state assessment has not yet been made.

During this transition, it is important to advocate for 
key criteria that will make the state assessments a 
strong measuring stick of how Iowa students are doing 
on the path to college and careers at the state and 
national levels. As advocates, we need to ensure that 
our state tests accurately measure college and career 
readiness and have these characteristics to serve as a 
useful tool to benefit students.

A High-Quality Assessment:
 •  Is developed with input from academic and 

testing experts, as well as teachers.
 •  Is field tested and reviewed before full 

implementation.
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 •  Assesses a wide range of real-world skills using a variety 
of question formats.

 •  Includes formative or interim assessments that act as 
academic checkups to ensure that students are  
keeping pace.

 •  Provides detailed and timely feedback that sends an early 
warning signal to teachers if students are not on track so 
that interventions can be put in place.

 •  Is comparable across states.

Frequently Asked Questions
1.  What is the difference between standards and 

curriculum?

 •  Standards are a set of guidelines for what students are 
expected to know and be able to do at specific points in 
their education. Standards provide the foundation for key 
components of the education system, including curricula, 
instructional materials, teacher training, and assessments.

 •  A curriculum is the course of study covering the 
standards. It is set by local school districts and includes 
the lesson plans, programs, and textbooks that teachers 
use to teach the content and skills outlined in the 
standards.

2.  If students are learning with different curricula, 
how can they take the same test?

 •  Although teachers use different materials and curricula, 
students still learn the same skills outlined in the 
standards. Teachers can be creative in their instruction, 
designing lessons to best reach their students and 
establishing a classroom where all students can achieve. 

3. Will the new test replace the old state test?

 •  Yes. Ideally, either the Next Generation Iowa Assessments 
or the Smarter Balanced Assessments will be adopted to 
replace the current version of the Iowa Assessments.

The Iowa Core:
 •  Is a set of more rigorous 

academic standards that prepare 
all students for success after high 
school.

 •  Emphasize real-world skills, such 
as critical thinking and problem 
solving.

 •  Are comparable across states.

Better assessments:
 •  Give an honest, objective report 

of how our students are doing.
 •  Ensure all students are held to 

the same expectations.
 •  Identify struggling students so 

they can get the help they need.
 •  Identify high-achieving students 

to provide them with the 
resources necessary to continue 
to excel.



4.  Will annual test scores impact schools  
and districts?

 •  School-wide test results will be used as one 
measure for school accountability. Just as tests 
are used as academic checkups for individual 
students, they also serve as checkups for our 
schools. Districts need to identify struggling 
students and schools in need of support so that 
interventions can be put in place to ensure that 
all students across Iowa receive a high-quality 
education.

5.  How will test scores impact students?

 •  Beginning in spring 2017, students in the  
3rd grade will need to meet a minimum score 
on the 3rd grade reading assessment and  
other indicators in order to be promoted to  
the 4th grade.

6.  What kind of data will be collected? Will it 
be released?

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, Iowa is required to collect 
data on school performance. Aggregate 
data collected includes student test scores 
and information such as attendance, support 
services, and academic growth. The state will 
not release any personally identifiable student 
information. Only individuals who interact with 
students on a daily basis, such as teachers and 
parents, are allowed to see student-specific 
information. 

 •  Federal law protects the privacy of student 
information and education records through 
the Family Educational Rights and Privacy 
Act (FERPA). The only information that will be 
publicly available will contain aggregate data 
for schools, districts, and subgroups.  

7.  How were teachers involved in the test 
development process?

 •  Iowa teachers participated in item 
development and review for both the Next 
Generation Iowa Assessments and the Smarter 
Balanced Assessments.

8.  Do students need to be computer 
literate?

 •  Currently, the Iowa Assessments are 
administered with paper and pencil. The Next 
Generation Iowa Assessments are planned 
to be either online or paper and pencil, while 
the Smarter Balanced Assessments will be 
administered online. Students will need to be 
computer literate. 

9. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.educateiowa.gov/student-assessment
 •  www.smarterbalanced.org 
 •  www.BusinessforCore.org
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In 2013, Idaho’s on-time high school graduation rate was 84%—better than all but nine 
states. That same year, more than 75% of 4th and 8th grade students were proficient in 
both math and reading on the state assessment, the Idaho Standards Achievement Test 

(ISAT). Unfortunately, there was 
another story to be told. On the 
Nation’s Report Card, also known 
as the National Assessment of 
Educational Progress (NAEP), far 
less than half of students in every 
grade tested reached proficiency 
in each subject. In spring 
2014, Idaho field tested a new 
assessment, and again student 
proficiency rates were far lower 
than ISAT scores had led parents 
and students to believe. 

In 2011, after a year of public meetings and review sessions, the State Board of Education 
adopted a set of college- and career-ready standards—the Idaho Core Standards—to raise 
the bar for Idaho students. Teachers began instructing the content and skills outlined in the 
standards in 2013. The improved standards are more focused, clearer, and help ensure that 
students will graduate prepared for success in college and careers. Although the previous 
state standards covered most of the essential content, they were vague, repetitive, and 
difficult to accurately interpret. In the U.S. Chamber of Commerce’s 2007 Leaders and 
Laggards report, the state received a C in rigor and in college and workforce readiness. 

With the adoption of higher standards, Idaho is one step closer to ensuring that students will 
have the opportunity to reach their full potential. By 2020, 63% of jobs in Idaho will require 
a postsecondary credential. However, only 35% of adults in the state currently have this 
credential, resulting in a 29% skills gap. Higher standards are essential to closing this gap 
and ensuring Idaho students are prepared for future jobs.

A BIG WIN FOR  
IDAHO   
STUDENTS
Idaho’s Core Standards

Idaho’s Proficiency Results on  
Standardized Assessments 

Assessment 4th Grade 
Math

4th Grade 
Reading

8th Grade 
Math

8th Grade 
Reading

2013 NAEP 40% 33% 36% 38%

2013 ISAT 86% 90% 80% 94%

2014 Field 
Test

37% 41% 32% 41%



A BIG WIN FOR  
IDAHO STUDENTS
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Better Standards Deserve 
Better Assessments 
For years, teachers across Idaho have been hard at work 
preparing and implementing these standards. It has 
been a significant undertaking involving countless hours 
of professional development, aligning curricula and 
instructional materials, and learning strategies to engage 
students more deeply in their learning.

The next phase of this work is to implement aligned 
assessments that are more meaningful to students, 
teachers, and parents in determining which skills a student 
has and has not yet mastered. The state needs a test that 
measures the critical-thinking and problem-solving skills 
our students need to succeed. The ISAT is not capable of 
measuring higher level skills and clearly does not provide 
an accurate picture of student achievement. Furthermore, 
it does little to inform teacher instruction. High-quality 
assessments should mirror the standards, providing 
teachers with valuable information on how effectively they 
are instructing and students are learning.

For the past four years, teams of academic experts and 
teachers have been working tirelessly to create two testing 
options aligned to college- and career-ready standards: 
PARCC (Partnership for Assessment of Readiness 
of College and Careers) and the Smarter Balanced 
Assessment Consortium. Idaho has been a member of 
Smarter Balanced since 2010, and it administered the 
first field test in all Idaho schools in spring 2014. The 
Smarter Balanced summative tests will replace ISAT, and 
as of spring 2015, students in grades 3–8 and 11 will take 
the updated assessments in math, reading, and writing. 
Districts have the option of giving the tests to students in 
grades 9 and 10 as well.

The tests aim to do the following:
 •  Accurately measure student progress toward 

college and career readiness.

 •  Assess a wide range of skills, including real-world 
critical thinking and writing skills.

 •  Provide real-time information on student progress 
to help guide teacher instruction and improve 
learning.

The Smarter Balanced assessments come with resources 
that far exceed the capabilities of previous state 
assessments. These new resources provide students with 
benefits that were not possible with the ISAT—and at a 
10% lower cost to the state and taxpayers.

The comprehensive assessment system not only includes 
end-of-year tests but also interim and formative tests that 
can be given at various points throughout the year. The 
interim tests, like the summative, provide detailed student 
reports to indicate how well students are mastering skills. 
This information provides an opportunity for deeper 
engagement for parents, teachers, and students—as 
well as an opportunity to improve teaching and learning. 
These reports serve as academic checkups and enable 
teachers to identify and target students who need extra 
support, increasing their chances for success on the 
summative test. Since the interim tests so closely mirror 
the summative tests, it is possible to compare one score 
with the other and use the scores as a measure of student 
progress. In addition, assessments can identify high-
achieving students who require additional support to 
maintain their academic engagement and provide them 
with the resources to continue to excel.

The tests go beyond the multiple-choice assessments 
of the past by involving students in test items that 
more closely reflect classroom learning. They include 
a variety of question formats and tools to help all 
students access the material. With the ISAT, students 
with disabilities and English language learners were 
offered only five accommodations. With the Smarter 
Balanced assessments, they will have up to 50 supports or 
accommodations.

At the heart of the assessments and accountability is the 
need to ensure that all students across Idaho receive the 
same high-quality education. Meaningful tests serve as 
school-wide checkups that can identify struggling students 
and schools in need of extra support so interventions can 
be put in place. While adjusting to higher standards and 
more demanding assessments takes time, they improve 
instruction and achievement for all students. Better 
assessments mean more effective instruction and use 
of interventions. As supporters, we need to ensure that 
our state tests accurately measure college and career 
readiness and have the following characteristics.
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A High-Quality Assessment 
 •  Is developed with input from both academic and test 

experts—and most importantly, teachers.

 •  Is field tested and reviewed before full implementation.

 •  Assesses a wide range of real-world skills using a variety of 
question formats.

 •  Includes formative or interim assessments that act as 
academic checkups to ensure that students are  
keeping pace.

 •  Provides detailed and timely feedback that sends an early 
warning signal to teachers if students are struggling so that 
interventions can be put in place. 

 •  Identifies high-achieving students who could benefit from 
additional resources.

 •  Is comparable across states so that students who move from 
one state to another will be held to the same standards and 
have a smoother transition.

Frequently Asked Questions

1.  What is the difference between standards and 
curriculum?

 •  Standards are a set of guidelines for what students are 
expected to know and be able to do at specific points in 
their education. Standards provide the foundation for key 
components of the education system, including curricula, 
instructional materials, teacher training, and assessments.

 •  A curriculum is the course of study covering the standards. It 
is set by local school districts and includes the lesson plans, 
programs, and textbooks that teachers use to teach the 
content and skills outlined in the standards.

2.  If students are learning with different curricula, 
how can they take the same test?

 •  Although teachers use different materials and curricula, 
students still learn the same skills outlined in the standards. 
Teachers can be creative in their instruction, designing lessons 
to best reach their students and establishing a classroom 
where all students can achieve. 

The Idaho Core Standards
 •  Are aligned with college and 

workforce expectations.
 •  Are clear, understandable and 

consistent.
 •  Include rigorous content, 

knowledge and higher-order 
skills.

 •  Build upon strengths and 
lessons of Idaho state 
standards to date.

 •  Were informed by standards 
in other top-performing 
countries.

 •  Are evidence-based.

Better Assessments
 •  Give us an honest, objective 

report of how our students are 
doing.

 •  Ensure all students are held to 
the same expectations.

 •  Identify struggling students so 
that they can get the help  
they need.

Smarter Balanced
 •  A group of states working 

together to develop high-
quality, computer-adaptive 
assessments that measure 
college and career readiness 
in both math and English 
language arts.



3. Will the new test replace the old test?

 •  The Smarter Balanced assessments will replace the 
ISAT in math and English language arts. Students 
will continue to take the ISAT in science.

4.  Will test scores impact schools and 
districts?

 •  Results from the first administration of the Smarter 
Balanced test will not be used for any school or 
state accountability purposes.

5. How will test scores impact teachers?

 •  Student growth factors, which can include 
standardized test scores, are worth 33% of a 
teacher’s evaluation. However, scores for the first 
year of the Smarter Balanced assessments will not 
be used in evaluations.

6. How will test scores impact students?

 •  Beginning with the class of 2017, students will 
have to pass the 11th grade test in ELA and 
math to graduate. To allow students time to 
adjust to the higher standards and more rigorous 
assessments, students will only need to achieve a 
9th grade proficiency level. The class of 2020 will 
be the first class required to reach the 11th grade 
proficiency level.

7.  What kind of data will be collected? Will it 
be released?

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, Idaho is required to collect data 
on school performance. Aggregate data collected 
includes student test scores and information such 
as attendance, support services, and academic 
growth. The state will not release any personally 
identifiable student information. Only individuals 
who interact with students on a daily basis, such 
as teachers and parents, are allowed to see 
student-specific information. 

 •  Federal law protects the privacy of student 
information and education records through 
the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act 
(FERPA). The only information that will be publicly 
available will contain aggregate data for schools, 
districts, and subgroups. 

 •  The Idaho State Legislature passed a data privacy 
law that prohibits sharing student identifiable 
information with outside agencies and limits the 
data collected on students.

8.  How were teachers involved in the test 
development process?

 •  Idaho teachers played an integral role in 
the development of the Smarter Balanced 
assessments. Thirty teachers participated in 
writing test questions for the field test, and 60 
wrote lessons for the Digital Library, a collection of 
resources and lessons to help teachers implement 
the standards. 

 •  More than 115 math and ELA teachers applied to 
attend the in-person panel for achievement-level 
setting. Twenty-one were selected for the in-
person panel, and 80 participated in an  
online panel. 

 •  Sixty teachers served as panelists on the Bias and 
Sensitivity Committee in December 2014. Along 
with parents, teachers will continue to review 
the individual student reports to improve their 
readability. 

 •  Idaho teachers will continue to play a role and can 
apply to grade tests this spring.

9.  Do students need to be computer 
literate?

 •  Students need to be computer literate, but this is 
not new for Idaho. Students in grades 3–8 and 10 
have taken tests online since 2002. 

 •  On a field test student survey conducted by the 
Idaho Department of Education, 85% of students 
indicated they knew how to use a keyboard; only 
2% responded that they did not know how.

 •  While it may take time to ensure that every 
school has the hardware necessary and meets 
the technology requirements, this is a smart 
investment. Technology is not going away. 
Ensuring that all students, regardless of 
geography or household income, have equal 
access to technology is critical to preparing 
students for a 21st century competitive workforce. 

10. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.idahocorestandards.org

 •  www.sde.idaho.gov 

 •  www.idaho.portal.airast.org

 •  www.smarterbalanced.org

 •  www.BusinessforCore.org
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In 2014, 86% of Illinois students graduated high school on-time, more than many other states in 
the nation. Unfortunately, this figure does not tell the full story. Although students received a 
diploma, many left high school unprepared for success in college or careers. Approximately 46% 

of the graduating class of 2014 met college readiness benchmarks, and only 66% of the 2014 cohort 
enrolled in some sort of college or training after high school. In 2012, 37% of freshmen enrolled 
at Illinois community colleges had to take at least one remedial course because they lacked the 
skills to complete college-level work. On the Nation’s Report Card, also known as the National 
Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP), it is clear that we have set the bar 
too low for Illinois students. In each grade 
and subject, just more than one-third of 
our students are proficient on this more 
rigorous assessment. 

One cause of students’ low performance 
was the state’s former low standards. Prior 
to adopting the Illinois Common Core 
Standards, the Illinois Learning Standards 
had not been updated in more than 15 
years. They lacked more than half of 
the critical content in the new standards and were among the worst in the nation. The old Illinois 
Learning Standards received a ‘C’ in rigor on the U.S. Chamber of Commerce’s 2007 Leaders and 
Laggards report. 

Recognizing the issue, the Illinois State Board of Education adopted an improved set of standards in 
2010 to help ensure that every student in Illinois is prepared for college-level work and careers upon 
graduation. Since 2013, teachers have been teaching the skills outlined in the updated standards. 

With the adoption of the updated standards, we are one step closer to ensuring that our youth  
will have the opportunity to reach their full potential. By 2020, 67% of jobs in Illinois will require a 
postsecondary credential. However, only 43% of adults in the state currently have this credential, 
resulting in a 24% skills gap. By raising the bar, we can be confident that our students will be 
qualified to fill these jobs, contributing to the growth of our economy. 

Raising the standards alone is not sufficient to adequately serve the needs of our students, parents, 
and educators. We need meaningful tests that serve as school-wide academic checkups and early 
detection systems, providing parents and teachers with the necessary information to better identify 
struggling students and the interventions that can help them improve. 

Illinois’s Proficiency Rates on  
the Nation’s Report Card

Year 4th  
Math

4th
Reading

8th  
Math

8th  
Reading

2011 38% 33% 33% 36% 

2013 39% 34% 36% 36% 

A BIG WIN FOR  
ILLINOIS STUDENTS
Illinois Common Core Standards
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Higher Standards Deserve 
Better Assessments
Teachers across Illinois have been hard at work putting these 
academic goals in place. For more than two years, thousands 
of teachers across the state have participated in countless 
hours of training and curricula development to support the 
standards. Educators have come together to create and share 
aligned materials and lessons that can be used as models by 
teachers throughout the state.

The next phase of this work is to implement assessments in 
Illinois that are more meaningful to students, teachers, and 
parents. The updated assessments must accurately determine 
the knowledge and skills a student has mastered and where 
students need additional support in order to be prepared to 
succeed at college-level work. 

Putting higher standards and better assessments in place 
is not enough, however. They need to be part of a larger 
system of accountability that supports student achievement 
and holds our schools accountable for successfully teaching 
students the content outlined in the standards. At the heart 
of accountability is the need to ensure that all students across 
Illinois are receiving the same high-quality education. 

For the past four years, teams of academic and testing 
experts—and most importantly, teachers—have been  
working tirelessly to create two updated testing options 
aligned to these improved standards—Partnership for 
Assessment of Readiness of College and Careers (PARCC) 
and Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium. These two 
assessment systems were field-tested this past spring in  
35 states and Washington, D.C. The new tests aim to:

 •   Accurately measure students’ progress toward college 
and career readiness;

 •  Assess a wide range of skills, including real-world skills 
like critical thinking and writing; and

 •   Provide real-time information on student progress to 
help guide teacher instruction and improve learning.

Illinois became a governing member of PARCC in 2010. 
Both the English language arts and math tests will be 
administered to students in grades 3–8 and in selected high 
school courses in the spring of the 2014–15 school year. There 

has recently been some controversy surrounding the PARCC 
tests, with some districts attempting to delay or opt out of the 
assessments due to concerns about the benefits of the tests 
and excessive testing of students. Illinois must maintain the 
course to realize the full benefits for students. 

During this time of transition, it is important to continue to 
advocate for a new high-quality and aligned state test. The 
test will be a great measuring stick of how our students are 
doing on the path to college at both the state and national 
levels. Leaders continue to be enthusiastic about the new 
assessment because it includes so many of the criteria 
that comprise a high-quality test. As advocates, we need 
to ensure our new state test not only accurately measures 
college and career readiness, but also possesses the 
characteristics that will make it a useful tool to help  
students improve. 

What Does A High-Quality 
Assessment Look Like?
A high-quality assessment:
 •  Is evidence-based and fully aligned to the standards;
 •  Is developed with input from content specialists, test 

experts, and teachers;
 •  Is field-tested and reviewed before being fully 

implemented;
 •  Assesses a wide range of real-world skills using a 

variety of question formats;
 •  Includes formative (or interim) assessments that serve 

as “academic checkups” to ensure students are 
learning the necessary content and critical thinking 
skills;

 •  Measures whether students are on track to be ready for 
college and careers;

 •  Provides detailed and timely feedback to educators 
and parents, serving as an early warning signal so 
proper interventions can be put in place before a 
student falls significantly behind;

 •  Is comparable across states so that students who move 
from one state to another will be held to the same 
standards and have a smoother transition; and

 •   Indicates whether students are ready for college-level 
work.
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Frequently Asked Questions
1. What is the difference between curriculum and 
standards?

 •  Standards are a set of guidelines for what students are 
expected to know and be able to do at specific points in 
their education. Standards provide the foundation for key 
components of the education system, including curricula, 
instructional materials, teacher training, and assessments.

 •  A curriculum is the course of study covering the standards. It 
is set by local school districts and includes the lesson plans, 
programs, and textbooks that teachers use to teach the content 
and skills outlined in the standards.

2. If students are learning with different curricula, 
how can they take the same test?

 •  Although teachers use different materials and curricula, 
students still learn the same skills outlined in the standards. 
Teachers can be creative in their instruction, designing lessons 
to best reach their students and creating a classroom where all 
students can achieve.

3. What does is it mean to have an evidence-based 
aligned summative test?

 •  An aligned test means that the assessment measures 
performance against the evidence-based state standards. 
Because the PARCC assessments are aligned with the Illinois 
Common Core Standards, they help ensure that every child is 
on a path to college and career readiness by measuring what 
students should know at each grade level. 

4. Will the new test replace the old state test?

 •  Yes. The new PARCC assessments will replace the Illinois 
Standardized Achievement Test (ISAT) in Grades 3–8 and the 
Prairie State Achievement Examination (PSAE) in high school.

5. How quickly will scores come back?

 •  The interim assessments and pre-tests will provide immediate 
feedback. There is no definite timeline for the end-of-year 
assessment results; however, the goal is to have all results 
available before the end of the school year. PARCC has stated 
this goal is not likely to be achieved until the second year of 
testing.

Why Support the 
Illinois Common Core 
Standards?

 •  They are more relevant to 
real life than the previous 
standards. 

 •  They emphasize the skills 
students will need in the 
workplace, like critical thinking 
and writing.

 •  They are higher, clearer, 
deeper, and based on what 
skills students should know 
and be able to do in order to 
succeed in college and careers. 

Why Do We Need Good 
Tests?

 •  They give us an honest, 
objective report of how our 
students are doing.

 •  They ensure all students are 
held to the same expectations.

 •  They identify struggling 
students so they can get the 
help they need.



6. How will test scores impact teachers?

 •  All Illinois school districts are required to include 
student growth as a component in their evaluation 
systems no later than the 2016–17 school year. Student 
growth includes state assessment scores, but is only 
one piece of a teacher’s evaluation. 

7. How will test scores impact students?

 •  Test scores are not currently factored into any 
graduation or promotion requirements. It has not yet 
been determined if the end-of-course tests will factor 
into a student’s course grade.

8. What kind of professional development 
did teachers receive in preparation for the 
standards and the new test?

 •  Over the past few years, thousands of teachers 
attended face-to-face and web-based seminars to 
understand the changes in the new standards. Some 
also attended “train the trainer” modules and trained 
fellow teachers at their schools. Teachers also helped 
develop and create model materials and rubrics to 
align lesson plans to the standards.

9. What kind of data will be collected? Will it 
be released?

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, Illinois is required to collect data on 
the performance of schools. The state will collect 
information on student achievement and progress, 
but will not release any personally identifiable student 
information. Federal law protects the privacy of student 
information and education records through the Family 
Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA). The only 
information that will be publicly available will contain 
aggregate data for schools, districts, and subgroups. 

 •  Illinois established a task force to review data privacy 
and provide recommendations ensuring that student 
data and information is protected. 

10.  How were teachers involved in the test 
development process?

 •  Teachers were involved in the development and 
review of PARCC test items and reading passages. 
Teachers were also members of the Education Leader 

Cadre, a group of teachers who met in face-to-face 
meetings and virtual convenings to share best 
practices, review PARCC state-developed instructional 
materials, and become active leaders in state and local 
implementation.

11. How long will the tests take?

 •  The tests are separated into two sections: a 
performance-based assessment and an end-of-year 
test. PARCC estimates that the math and language arts 
assessments will take approximately 9–11 hours, but 
that time is split into 9 different sessions. As students 
get older, testing time increases.

 •  These tests are of much higher quality, so the time 
invested will provide more detailed and useful 
information on student progress than ever before. It is 
time spent reading complex text, writing essays, and 
explaining their reasoning, which are essential skills to 
master and to practice.

 •  On average, students currently spend more time on 
district-mandated tests than state tests. Since the new 
tests measure a wider range of skills and provide better 
information, districts may be able to eliminate many of 
their required assessments, reducing the overall time 
students spend testing.

12. Do students need to be computer literate?

 •  Students will need to be computer literate. Paper and 
pencil versions will be available for schools that lack 
the capacity to have all students test online.

 •  While it may take some time to ensure that every 
school has the hardware necessary and meets the 
technology requirements, this is a smart investment. 
Technology is not going away. Ensuring that all 
students, regardless of geography or household 
income, have equal access to technology is critical 
to preparing students for a 21st century competitive 
workforce.

13. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.parcconline.org
 •  www.advanceillinois.org
 •  www.isbe.net/assessment/parcc.htm
 •  www.commoncoreil.org
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org
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In 2014, Indiana’s on-time high school graduation rate was 90%—one of the highest in 
the nation. Unfortunately, there was another story to be told. On the previous Nation’s 
Report Card, also known as the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 

less than half of 4th and 8th grade 
students demonstrated proficiency in 
reading and math. This lack of mastery 
of essential skills continued to impede 
Indiana students throughout high school 
and as they progressed to postsecondary 
learning. In 2013, 33% of freshmen 
entering Indiana public higher education 
institutions had to take a remedial course 
because they lacked the skills needed 
for college-level work. To address 
this discrepancy, the State Board of 
Education adopted the Common Core State Standards in English language arts (ELA) and 
math in 2010.

In early 2014, the Common Core standards were replaced with the Indiana Academic 
Standards, which combined the strengths of the previous state standards with those 
found in the Common Core. These rigorous, high-quality standards have been validated 
as college and career ready by the Indiana Commission for Higher Education, the Indiana 
Department of Education, and the State Board of Education. 

With the adoption of the Indiana Academic Standards, Indiana is one step closer to 
ensuring that students will have the opportunity to reach their full potential. By 2020, 58% 
of jobs in the state will require a postsecondary credential. However, only 36% of adults in 
Indiana currently have such a credential, resulting in a 22% skills gap. Higher standards are 
essential to helping close this gap.

A BIG WIN FOR  
INDIANA   
STUDENTS
Indiana Academic Standards 

Indiana’s Proficiency Performance
 on the Nation’s Report Card

Year
4th  

Math
4th

Reading
8th  

Math
8th  

Reading

2011 44% 33% 34% 32% 

2013 47% 43% 36% 36% 
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Better Standards Deserve 
Better Assessments
The next phase of this work is to implement an updated 
test aligned to the standards that is meaningful 
to students, teachers, and parents in determining 
which skills a student has or has not yet mastered. 
The state needs a test that can measure the critical 
thinking and problem solving skills that our students 
need to succeed. Aligned assessments present an 
opportunity to move beyond tests that simply measure 
rote memorization skills to ones that mirror the 
higher standards and provide teachers with valuable 
information on how effectively they are teaching and 
students are learning.

Putting high-quality assessments in place needs to be 
part of a larger system of accountability that supports 
student achievement and holds schools accountable 
for successfully teaching the content outlined in the 
standards. At the heart of accountability is the need 
to ensure that all students across Indiana receive 
the same high-quality education. Meaningful tests 
serve as school-wide academic checkups that can 
identify struggling students and schools in need of 
extra support and interventions. In addition, aligned 
assessments can identify high-achieving students 
who require support to maintain their academic 
engagement and provide them with the resources 
necessary to continue to excel.

In 2014, the Indiana Statewide Testing for Education 
Progress (ISTEP) assessments were revised to align with 
the updated Indiana Academic Standards. Students 
in grades 3–8 will take these updated assessments, 
known as the ISTEP+, beginning in spring 2015 in ELA 
and math. High school students will take updated 
end-of-course tests in Algebra 1, Biology 1, and English 
10. These assessments go beyond traditional multiple 
choice questions and require students to apply critical 
thinking, analytical, and problem solving skills and 
explain their answers. These computer-based tests 
include technology-enhanced items, which allow 

students to illustrate their answers through a variety of 
methods, including answering open-ended questions 
and constructing visual representations of mathematical 
concepts, such as graphs and linear equations. In 
March 2015, before testing began, the ISTEP+ was 
modified to decrease the length of the test by three 
hours at all grade levels, which was done by altering the 
pilot questions.

That same month, the Indiana Department of 
Administration announced the selection of Pearson 
Education to develop aligned assessments that will 
be implemented beginning in 2016. This decision is 
awaiting approval by the State Board of Education. 
There is pending legislation in the State Senate that 
threatens the selection of Pearson and makes the future 
of the ISTEP+ uncertain.

During this transition, it is important to advocate for key 
criteria that will make the state assessments a strong 
measuring stick of how Indiana students are doing 
on the path to college and careers at the state and 
national levels. As advocates, we need to ensure that 
our state tests accurately measure college and career 
readiness and have these characteristics to serve as a 
useful tool to benefit students.

A High-Quality Assessment
 •  Is developed with input from academic and 

testing experts, as well as teachers.
 •  Is field tested and reviewed before full 

implementation.
 •  Assesses a wide range of real-world skills using a 

variety of question formats.
 •  Includes formative or interim assessments that act 

as academic checkups to ensure that students are 
keeping pace.

 •  Provides detailed and timely feedback that sends 
an early warning signal to teachers if students are 
not on track so interventions can be put in place.

 •  Is comparable across states.
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Frequently Asked Questions

1.   What is the difference between standards and 
curriculum?

 •  Standards are a set of guidelines for what students are 
expected to know and be able to do at specific points in 
their education. Standards provide the foundation for key 
components of the education system, including curricula, 
instructional materials, teacher training, and assessments.

 •  A curriculum is the course of study covering the standards. 
It is set by local school districts and includes the lesson 
plans, programs, and textbooks that teachers use to teach 
the content and skills outlined in the standards.

2. Will test scores impact schools and districts?

 •  School-wide test results will be used as one measure for 
school accountability. Just as we use tests as academic 
checkups for individual students, they are also checkups 
for our schools. We need to identify schools in need of 
extra support so that interventions can be put in place to 
ensure that all students across a district and in the state will 
receive a high-quality education.

3. Will the new test replace the old state test?

 •  Yes. The ISTEP+ replaces the ISTEP in ELA and math.

4. Will test scores impact teachers? 

 •  Test scores are one factor used in teacher performance 
evaluations.

5.  How will test scores impact students?

 •  Students must meet minimum scores on the English 10 
and Algebra 1 ISTEP+ tests to graduate high school. There 
are no testing requirements for promotion from one grade 
to the next.

6.  How were teachers involved in the test 
development process?

 •  Indiana teachers worked alongside content specialists to 
select reading passages and create the blueprints and 
specifications for the ISTEP+ tests. They also reviewed test 
items for content and bias. 

The Indiana Academic 
Standards:
 •  Focus on what students will need 

to learn in order to be ready for 
college and careers

Better assessments:
 •  Give us an honest, objective 

report of how our students are 
doing.

 •  Ensure all students are held to 
the same expectations.

 •  Identify struggling students so 
they can get the help they need.

 •  Identify high-achieving students 
to provide them with the 
resources necessary to continue 
to excel.



7.  How were teachers involved in the 
standards setting process?

 •  Indiana teachers were involved in the 
development and review process of the Indiana 
Academic Standards.

8.  What kind of data is collected? Is it 
released?

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, Indiana is required to collect 
data on school performance. Aggregate 
data collected includes student test scores 
and information such as attendance, support 
services, and academic growth. The state will 
not release any personally identifiable student 
information. Only individuals who interact with 
students on a daily basis, such as teachers and 
parents, are allowed to see student-specific 
information. 

 •  Federal law protects the privacy of student 
information and education records through 
the Family Educational Rights and Privacy 
Act (FERPA). The only information that will be 
publicly available will contain aggregate data for 
schools, districts, and subgroups. 

9.  Do students need to be computer 
literate?

 •  Students need to be computer literate. Schools 
that cannot meet the technology requirements 
may apply for a waiver to administer paper and 
pencil versions of the test.

 •  There is pending legislation that would allow 
schools to administer tests using alternative 
methods of technology that do not require 
internet connection.

 •  While it may take time to ensure that every 
school has the hardware necessary and meets 
the technology requirements, this is a smart 
investment. Technology is not going away. 
Ensuring that all students have equal access to 
technology is critical to preparing students for a 
21st century competitive workforce. 

10. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.doe.in.gov/assessment 
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org 
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In 2013, Kansas’ on-time high school graduation rate was 86%—higher than the national 
average. Younger students also appeared to be preforming well, as more than two-thirds 
of 4th and 8th graders demonstrated proficiency in reading and math on the Kansas 

State Assessment (KSA). Unfortunately, 
there was another story to be told. That 
same year on the Nation’s Report Card 
(also known as the National Assessment 
of Educational Progress, or NAEP), 
less than half of 4th and 8th grade 
students demonstrated proficiency 
in both subjects. And in 2012, 30% of 
students in the state system of higher 
education had to take at least one 
remedial course because they lacked the 
skills needed for college-level work—
evidence of the misalignment between public education standards and higher education 
expectations. Although many students were graduating from high school and achieving 
proficiency scores on the state assessment, they were not prepared for success. To address 
this disconnect, in 2010 the State Board of Education adopted a set of college- and 
career-ready standards in English language arts (ELA) and math to ensure students were 
graduating with the skills most essential for success in college and the workforce. 

The previous state standards did not provide students with the skills they needed for 
success after high school. According to a report by the Thomas B. Fordham Institute, 
the ELA standards were vague, repetitive, and missing almost 20% of the most essential 
content. The math standards, at 348 pages long, failed to prioritize the most essential 
content and were poorly organized, making them amongst the worst in the country. On the 
U.S. Chamber of Commerce’s 2007 Leaders and Laggards report, the state received a C in 
postsecondary and workforce readiness and its standards received a D in rigor.

With the adoption of higher standards, Kansas is one step closer to helping ensure that 
students will have the opportunity to reach their full potential. By 2020, 66% of jobs in 
Kansas will require a postsecondary credential. Currently, only 41% of adults in the state 
have such a credential, resulting in a 25% skills gap. Higher standards are essential to 
helping close this gap. 

A BIG WIN FOR  
KANSAS  
STUDENTS
Kansas College and Career Ready Standards

Kansas’ Proficiency Performance 
 on the 2013 KSA and NAEP

Assessment
4th  

Math
4th

Reading
8th  

Math
8th  

Reading

KSA 82% 85% 77% 86% 

NAEP 48% 38% 40% 36% 
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Better Standards Deserve 
Better Assessments
Teachers across Kansas have been hard at work 
putting these higher academic goals in place since 
their adoption. It has been a significant undertaking 
involving countless hours of professional development, 
curricula alignment, and learning strategies to engage 
students more deeply than ever before. 

The next phase of this work is to implement an 
improved assessment that is more meaningful to 
students, teachers, and parents in determining 
which skills a student has or has not yet mastered. 
The state needs a test that can measure the critical 
thinking and problem solving skills that our students 
need to succeed—and existing state tests cannot 
evaluate this level of learning. Improved assessments 
present an opportunity to move beyond tests that 
simply measure rote memorization skills to ones that 
mirror the higher standards and provide teachers 
with valuable information on how effectively they are 
teaching and students are learning.

Putting better assessments in place needs to be part 
of a larger system of accountability that supports 
student achievement and holds schools accountable 
for successfully teaching the content outlined in the 
standards. At the heart of accountability is the need 
to ensure that all students across Kansas receive the 
same high-quality education. Meaningful tests serve 
as school-wide academic checkups that can identify 
struggling students and schools in need of extra 
support so that interventions can be put in place. In 
addition, improved assessments can identify high-
achieving students who require support to maintain 
their academic engagement and provide them with 
the resources necessary to continue to excel.

For the past four years, teams of academics, testing 
experts, and teachers have been working tirelessly 
to create two new testing options aligned to these 
standards: PARCC (Partnership for Assessment of 

Readiness for College and Careers) and the Smarter 
Balanced Assessment Consortium. These two testing 
systems were field tested in spring 2014 in 35 states.

The tests aim to do the following:
 •  Accurately measure student progress toward 

college and career readiness.
 •  Assess a wide range of skills, including critical 

thinking and writing skills.
 •  Provide real-time information on student 

progress to help guide teacher instruction and 
improve learning.

Kansas was originally a member of the Smarter 
Balanced consortium, but withdrew in 2013. Instead, 
the state chose to commission the University of 
Kansas, which had been developing the state 
assessments for the past 30 years, to develop 
tests aligned to the new college- and career-ready 
standards. The aligned Kansas Assessment Program 
(KAP) will serve as a useful tool to help improve 
learning. The system has computer-based, summative 
end-of-year assessments that contain various question 
formats, including multidisciplinary performance 
tasks (MDPT). These are extensive tasks that better 
measure college- and career-readiness skills through 
problems involving extensive writing and complex 
analysis, which cannot be measured through 
multiple-choice items. Along with the summative 
assessment, KAP contains formative assessments that 
can be used in the classroom to serve as academic 
checkups throughout the school year to guide teacher 
instruction and provide information about what 
students know and can do, and where they need 
support. The KAP tests were field tested across the 
state last year and will be given to students in grades 
3−8 and 10 in ELA and math in spring 2015. 

During this transition, it is important to ensure that 
Kansas’ state tests provide a reliable measure of how 
students are doing on the path to college and careers 
at the state and national level. Leaders continue to be 
enthusiastic about the KAP tests because they meet so 
many of the criteria that make up a high-quality aligned 
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assessment. As advocates, we need to ensure that the state tests 
accurately measure college and career readiness and have these 
characteristics to serve as a useful tool to help students improve.

A High-Quality Assessment:
 •  Is developed with input from academic and testing 

experts, as well as teachers.
 •  Is field tested and reviewed before full implementation.
 •  Assesses a wide range of real-world skills using a variety 

of question formats.
 •  Includes formative or interim assessments that act as 

academic checkups to ensure that students are  
keeping pace.

 •  Provides detailed and timely feedback that sends an early 
warning signal to teachers if students are not on track so 
that interventions can be put in place.

Frequently Asked Questions

1.  What is the difference between standards and 
curriculum?

 •  Standards are a set of guidelines for what students are 
expected to know and be able to do at specific points in 
their education. Standards provide the foundation for key 
components of the education system, including curricula, 
instructional materials, teacher training, and assessments.

 •  A curriculum is the course of study covering the 
standards. It is set by local school districts and includes 
the lesson plans, programs, and textbooks that teachers 
use to teach the content and skills outlined in the 
standards.

2.  If students are learning with different curricula, 
how can they take the same test?

 •  Although teachers use different materials and curricula, 
students still learn the same skills outlined in the 
standards. Teachers can be creative in their instruction, 
designing lessons to best reach their students and 
establishing a classroom where all students  
can achieve. 

Kansas College and Career 
Ready Standards:
 •  Are more rigorous academic 

standards that prepare all 
students for success after high 
school.

 •  Emphasize real-world skills such 
as critical thinking and problem 
solving.

 • Are comparable across states. 

Better Assessments:
 •  Give us an honest, objective 

report of how our students are 
doing.

 •  Ensure all students are held to 
the same expectations.

 •  Identify struggling students so 
they can get the help they need.

 •  Identify high-achieving students 
to provide them with the 
resources necessary to continue 
to excel.



3.  Will the new test replace the old  
state test?

 •  Yes. The KAP tests will replace the previous 
assessments that students took in 2014 in 
grades 3−8 and 10 in math and ELA.

4.  Will test scores impact schools and 
districts?

 •  School-wide test results will be used as one 
measure for school accountability. Just as 
teachers use tests as academic checkups for 
individual students, they are also checkups 
for schools. Districts need to identify schools 
in need of extra support so that interventions 
can be put in place to ensure that all students 
across a district and in the state will receive a 
high-quality education.

5. Will test scores impact teachers? 

 •  Student growth measures are one factor used 
in teacher evaluations. For teachers of grades 
and subjects with corresponding KAP tests, 
student scores must be used to measure 
student growth.

 •  KAP scores will be factored into evaluations 
beginning in 2015, but will not be used to 
inform personnel decisions until the 2017−18 
school year.

6. How will test scores impact students?

 •  There are no testing requirements for 
graduation or promotion.

7.  What kind of data will be collected? Will it 
be released?

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, Kansas is required to collect 
data on school performance. Aggregate 
data collected includes student test scores 

and information such as attendance, support 
services, and academic growth. The state will 
not release any personally identifiable student 
information. Only individuals who interact with 
students on a daily basis, such as teachers and 
parents, are allowed to see student-specific 
information. 

 •  Federal law protects the privacy of student 
information and education records through 
the Family Educational Rights and Privacy 
Act (FERPA). The only information that will be 
publicly available will contain aggregate data 
for schools, districts, and subgroups. 

8.  How were teachers involved in the test 
development process?

 •  Test developers at the University of 
Kansas consulted teachers during the item 
development and review processes.

9.  Do students need to be computer 
literate?

 •  The summative assessments are entirely 
computer-based, so students need to be 
computer literate.

 •  While it may take time to ensure that every 
school has the hardware necessary and meets 
the technology requirements, this is a smart 
investment. Technology is not going away. 
Ensuring that all students, regardless of 
geography or household income, have equal 
access to technology is critical to preparing 
students for a 21st century competitive 
workforce.

10. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.ksassessments.org/about-kap 
 •  www.ksassessments.org
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org 
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Kentucky has had a long history of poor academic performance, but significant 
improvement has been made in recent years, putting the state in a much stronger 
position on several indicators of 

educational performance. Kentucky 
students have consistently made gains on 
the Nation’s Report Card, also known as 
the National Assessment of Educational 
Progress (NAEP), reaching an all-time high 
in 2013. This improvement is in no small 
part due to the Kentucky Chamber of 
Commerce, business leaders, community 
organizations, and other advocates across 
the state that have joined together to 
build support for reforms to boost student 
achievement.

Before 2010, Kentucky’s K−12 academic standards were vague and open to differing 
interpretations. According to the Fordham Institute, the English language arts standards 
left out more than half of the essential content, and both the math and English standards 
were among the worst in the nation. Kentucky was not stacking up in other areas either, 
receiving a ‘C’ in rigor and a ‘D’ in postsecondary and workforce readiness in the U.S. 
Chamber of Commerce’s 2007 Leaders and Laggards report. Lacking the skills to 
complete college-level work, 38% of students entering Kentucky public institutions of 
higher education in 2008 had to enroll in at least one remedial course. 

In February 2010, Kentucky was the first state to adopt a set of academic standards in 
math and English language arts that were higher, clearer, and more focused on the skills 
that matter most for success after high school. Teachers began instructing the content 
outlined in the standards the following year, and student success soon became evident. 
Since then, the number of Kentucky high school students meeting the ACT college 
readiness benchmarks has increased by 15%.

With the adoption of improved standards, Kentucky is one step closer to ensuring that 
students will have the opportunity to reach their full potential. On the last census, only 
31.7% of the working-age population held a two-or four-year degree. But by 2018, there 
will be more than 1 million job openings in Kentucky, 54% of which will require some 
education beyond high school, resulting in a 22% skills gap. By raising the bar, we can be 
confident that Kentucky students will be qualified to fill these jobs and contribute to the 
growth of our economy.  

A BIG WIN FOR  
KENTUCKY    
STUDENTS
Kentucky Core Academic Standards

Kentucky’s Proficiency Rates on  
the Nation’s Report Card

Year 4th  
Math

4th
Reading

8th  
Math

8th  
Reading

2011 39% 35% 27% 33% 

2013 41% 36% 30% 38% 
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Better Standards Deserve 
Better Assessments
Since 2010, teachers across Kentucky have been hard at 
work learning and implementing the standards. It was, 
and continues to be, a significant undertaking, involving 
the development of aligned curricula, instructional 
materials, and learning strategies to engage students 
more deeply than ever before.

The next phase of this work was to implement tests 
in Kentucky that are more meaningful to students, 
teachers, and parents in determining which skills a 
student has or has not yet mastered in order to be 
prepared to succeed. We needed a test that measured 
the critical-thinking and problem-solving skills that 
parents, teachers, business leaders, and higher 
education leaders have said our students need in order 
to be successful. While our previous state tests could not 
evaluate this level of learning, the improved Kentucky 
Performance Ratings for Educational Progress (K-PREP) 
assessments are an opportunity to move beyond  
rote-memorization bubble tests to demonstrate  
learned skills.

Kentucky was originally a member of two multistate 
consortia, PARCC (Partnership for Assessment of 
Readiness of College and Careers) and Smarter 
Balanced Assessment Consortium. After opting to 
create a test unique to Kentucky, the state left both 
consortia and began administering the K-PREP in grades 
3–8 in 2012. Additionally, high school students began 
taking ACT end-of-course exams in English II, Algebra II, 
Biology, and U.S. History. These higher-quality tests gave 
a realistic baseline of student achievement. Although 
scores dropped in the first year, they have since 
consistently increased as students and teachers become 
more familiar with the standards and tests. Because they 
provide teachers, parents, and students with actionable 
information on student progress, the tests have helped 
improve learning. Last year, there was an unprecedented 
increase in the number of students meeting college 
readiness benchmarks on the ACT and on the number 

of students reaching proficiency on the K-PREP at every 
grade level. 

Putting better assessments in place is not enough; they 
need to be part of a larger system of accountability 
that supports student achievement and holds schools 
accountable for successfully teaching the content 
outlined in the standards. At the heart of accountability 
is the need to ensure that all students across Kentucky 
are receiving the same high-quality education. 
Meaningful tests serve as schoolwide academic 
checkups that can identify struggling students and 
schools in need of extra support so interventions can 
be put in place. In addition, improved assessments can 
identify high-achieving students who require support to 
maintain their academic engagement and provide them 
with the resources necessary to help them excel.

As supporters, we need to ensure that our tests continue 
to be used to provide a strong measuring stick of how 
Kentucky students are doing on the path to college and 
careers at the state and national level. The assessments 
include many of the criteria that make a high-quality test 
a useful tool that benefits our students.

A High-Quality Assessment
 •  Is fully aligned to the underlying standards.
 •  Is developed with input from both academic and 

testing experts, as well as teachers. 
 •  Is field tested and reviewed before full 

implementation.
 •  Assesses a wide range of real-world skills using a 

variety of question formats.
 •  Includes formative or interim assessments that act 

as academic checkups to make sure students are 
keeping pace.

 •  Provides detailed and timely feedback that sends 
an early warning signal to teachers if students 
are struggling so that interventions can be put in 
place.
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Frequently Asked Questions

1.  What is the difference between curriculum and 
standards?

 •  Standards are a set of guidelines for what students are 
expected to know and be able to do at specific points in 
their education. Standards provide the foundation for key 
components of the education system, including curricula, 
instructional materials, teacher training, and assessments. 
College- and career-ready standards are generally 
designed to prepare students to enter basic college math 
and English classes with the expectation of receiving a B 
or better.

 •  A curriculum is the course of study covering the standards. 
Under state law, it is set by local schools and includes 
the lesson plans, programs, textbooks, and online/digital 
materials that teachers use to teach the content and skills 
outlined in the standards.

2.  If students are learning with different curricula, 
how can they take the same test?

 •  Although teachers use different materials and curricula, 
students still master the same skills outlined in the 
standards. Teachers can be innovative in their instruction, 
designing lessons to best reach their students and creating 
a classroom where all students can achieve. 

3. How will test scores impact schools and districts?

 •  Schoolwide test results will be used as one measure for 
school accountability. Just as tests are used as academic 
checkups for individual students, they are also used as 
checkups for schools. Districts need to identify areas of 
low performance so that interventions can be put in place 
to ensure students are on track to graduate college- and 
career-ready.

4. How will test scores impact teachers?

 •  For teachers of tested courses (primarily English and 
math), student growth on the state tests will be one of 
the measures used in teacher evaluations. School districts 
will decide how heavily the scores count in the overall 
evaluation. Other measures, including observations by 

Kentucky 11th Graders Meeting 
College Readiness Benchmarks

2012 47%
2013 54%
2014 62%

Kentucky Core Academic 
Standards
 •  Are more rigorous academic 

standards that help prepare all 
students for, success after high 
school.

 •  Emphasize real-world skills 
such as critical-thinking and 
problem-solving.

 •  Are comparable across states.

Better Assessments
 •  Give an honest, objective 

report of how our students are 
doing.

 •  Ensure that all students are 
held to the same expectations.

 •  Identify struggling students so 
that they can get the help they 
need and graduate prepared 
for college.



administrators or peers and student/parent 
surveys, will also factor into the evaluations. 

 •  For teachers whose subjects are not tested 
annually, student growth will be measured 
through goals set by the school district for 
incremental assessments or evaluations of 
student progress. 

5. How will test scores impact students? 

 •  Currently, high school test scores can account 
for up to 20% of a student’s end-of-course 
grade. (This could change as different measures 
are being explored for high school courses.)

6.  What kind of professional development 
did teachers receive in preparation for the 
standards and the new test?

 •  Since the new standards were adopted in 
2010, the Kentucky Department of Education 
established a leadership capacity-building 
training model. 

 •  Through Kentucky’s eight regional education 
cooperatives, regional groups worked with 
math and English language arts specialists and 
postsecondary professors in each subject area 
to train teachers.

 •  Teachers worked together to analyze the 
standards and group the learning into units and 
lesson plans. 

7.  What kind of data are collected? Is it 
released?

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, Kentucky is required to collect 
data on schools performance. Data collected will 
include student test scores and information such 
as attendance, support services, and academic 
growth. The state will not release any personally 
identifiable student information. Only individuals 
who interact with students on a daily basis, such 
as teachers and parents, are allowed to see 
student-specific information.  
 
Federal law protects the privacy of student 
information and education records through 
the Family Educational Rights and Privacy 
Act (FERPA). The only information that will be 
publicly available will contain aggregate data for 
schools, districts, and subgroups.

8.  How were teachers involved in the test 
development process? 

 •  Since 1992, the Kentucky Department of 
Education has involved local teachers in the 
development of content, standards, and 
assessments. Committees known as Content 
Advisory Committees are on a three-year 
rotating cycle of juried professionals. Experts in 
the field are on loan on a regular basis from their 
local teaching duties to advise on standards, 
content, assessments, and accountability needs. 

 •  A legislatively mandated School Curriculum, 
Assessment, and Accountability Council 
includes two teacher leaders who have direct 
input into and oversight of all assessment and 
accountability measures.

9. Do students need to be computer literate? 

 •  Yes, but not under the Common Core 
guidelines. Technology is a smart investment. 
Ensuring that all students in Kentucky, regardless 
of geography or  household income, have equal 
access to technology is critical to preparing 
students for a 21st century competitive 
workforce.

 •  Kentucky has a strong Department of Career 
and Technology Education that guides schools 
on mandates requiring technology skills needed 
for success in college and career. 

10. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.education.ky.gov
 •  www.kytech.ky.gov
 •  www.cpe.ky.gov
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org
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Louisiana students have long been 
performing at the bottom of the 
ipack. On the last Nation’s Report 

Card (also known as the National 
Assessment of Educational Progress, 
or NAEP), Louisiana students made 
no progress and continued to achieve 
some of the lowest scores in the 
nation. In 2010, the Louisiana Board 
of Education adopted a set of higher 
academic standards that raised the 
bar for students. These standards 
emphasize real-world skills like critical thinking and problem-solving while providing 
consistent expectations for students across state lines. 

Teachers are already seeing positive effects in student learning after teaching under the 
standards for a full school year. With the adoption of improved standards, Louisiana is one 
step closer to ensuring that students will have the opportunity to reach their full potential. 
However, there is still more work to be done. 

Louisiana’s Proficiency Results on the
 Nation’s Report Card

Year 4th  
Math

4th
Reading

8th  
Math

8th  
Reading

2011 26% 23% 22% 22% 

2013 26% 23% 21% 24% 

A BIG WIN FOR  
LOUISIANA   
STUDENTS
Common Core State Standards
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The Need for High-Quality 
Aligned Assessments
The current Louisiana Educational Assessment Program 
(LEAP) does not measure the critical thinking and real-
world skills that students are learning and presents a 
misleading picture of student performance. According 
to the LEAP, about two-thirds of our fourth and eighth 
grade students are proficient in math and reading; in 
comparison, NAEP shows that not even one-quarter of 
students in most grades and subjects can demonstrate 
proficiency. The low bar set by the LEAP creates an 
inaccurate portrait of our school system and deceives 
parents and students. Despite receiving a diploma, 
many students are leaving high school unprepared for 
success in college and careers. 

Louisiana needs high-quality aligned assessments 
that not only identify individual student strengths and 
weaknesses, but also allow for comparisons to students 
in other states. Without these assessments in place, 
parents and students have no way to know if students 
are mastering the content and skills necessary to be 
successful, and teachers are missing a critical gauge of 
whether they are providing effective instruction. As a 
state, we will have no assurance that Louisiana students 
are receiving a high-quality education and are on par 
with their peers across the nation. In short, the absence 
of a high-quality aligned assessment cheats parents, 
teachers—and most of all—students.

What Does a High-Quality 
Assessment Look Like? 
A high-quality assessment:
 •  Is developed with input from both academic and 

testing experts, as well as teachers;
 •  Is comparable with other states;
 •  Is field-tested and reviewed before full 

implementation;
 •  Assesses a wide range of real-world skills using a 

variety of question formats;

 •  Includes formative, or interim, assessments 
that act as “academic checkups” to make sure 
students are keeping pace; and

 •  Provides detailed and timely feedback that sends 
an early warning signal to teachers if students are 
struggling so interventions can be put in place.

For the past four years, teams of Louisiana’s academic 
experts and teachers, as well as state and district 
leaders, have been working tirelessly to develop 
improved assessments through the Partnership for 
Assessment of Readiness of College and Careers 
(PARCC). More than 75 Louisiana teachers participated 
in the development of PARCC assessments—more 
than any other standardized test used in the state. The 
PARCC assessments were field-tested in both math 
and English language arts this past spring by 50,000 
students in 14 states, including Louisiana. Because of 
the state’s membership in PARCC, stakeholders will 
be able to accurately compare Louisiana’s students 
to those in other states for the first time. More than 
6,000 Louisiana parents have signed petitions and 
continue their support for standards and the PARCC 
assessments. 

Students in grades 3–8 will take the aligned tests in 
reading and math this spring. PARCC is clearly the best 
choice for the state, as Louisiana teachers played a 
critical role in its development, and it has already been 
introduced to students across the state. The facts are 
simple—if PARCC is abandoned, policymakers must 
start from scratch. There would be little assurance that 
future tests would be aligned to the standards, creating 
chaos and confusion. A different test would likely lack 
input from Louisiana teachers and not be comparable 
to other states, defeating one of the main benefits 
of the new standards and aligned assessments. Our 
students should be able to compete with others from 
all over the country, but to do so, we need to be 
sure they are mastering the same skills. The PARCC 
assessments provide Louisiana parents, business 
leaders, and educators with the necessary information 
to determine whether students are ready for college 
and careers. 
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Ensuring a First-Rate Assessment
The Louisiana Board of Education implemented a policy 
delaying the use of PARCC test results in teacher evaluations 
and school letter grades until fall 2016 to allow teachers and 
students time to adjust. At the heart of accountability is the need 
to ensure that all students across Louisiana are receiving the 
same high-quality education. Meaningful tests serve as school-
wide checkups that can identify struggling students and schools 
in need of extra support so interventions can be put in place. 
In addition, improved assessments can identify high-achieving 
students who require support to maintain their academic 
engagement and provide them the resources necessary to 
continue to help them excel. Efforts should focus on supporting 
implementation and students, not causing further delay. 
Changes in the timeline for fully transitioning to PARCC will 
lower morale and commitment among educators. In addition, it 
will delay the valuable information the tests have to offer.

It is important to continue to advocate for the criteria that will 
make Louisiana’s test a strong measuring stick of how students 
are doing on the path to college and careers at the state and 
national levels. Leaders continue to be enthusiastic about 
the PARCC assessments because they include so many of the 
criteria that make up a high-quality test. As supporters, we 
need to ensure that the state test not only accurately measures 
real-world skills, but also possesses the characteristics that will 
make it a useful tool to help students improve.

Why Do Students 
Deserve Better Tests?

 •  Better tests give students an 
honest, objective report of how 
they are doing.

 •  Better tests ensure all 
students are held to the same 
expectations.

 •  Better tests identify struggling 
students early on so they can 
get the help they need.

What is PARCC?
 •  A consortium of states working 

together to create new 
computer-based assessments 
that will measure whether a 
student is on track to graduate 
high school prepared for 
college and careers.

 •  The PARCC tests aim to:
  •  Accurately measure student 

progress toward college 
and career readiness;

  •  Assess a wide range of 
skills, including real-world 
skills like critical thinking 
and writing; and

  •  Provide real-time 
information on student 
progress to help guide 
teacher instruction and 
improve learning.



Frequently Asked Questions
1. Will the new test replace the old state 
test?

 •  Yes. When the PARCC tests are given in the 
2015−2016 school year, they will replace the 
LEAP in grades 3−8 in math and English 
language arts. Students in high school will 
continue to take end-of-course LEAP tests that 
are aligned to the standards.

2. Why can’t Louisiana create its own test?

 •  Louisiana has invested a great deal of 
educator time and resources into the PARCC 
test development process. For the first time, 
state education officials and teachers have had 
input into what the state assessment looks like.

 •  It cost Louisiana nothing to join the PARCC 
consortium. Estimates for creating a brand 
new test are in the range of $20 million.

 •  If the state changed course and chose to 
create its own test, it would mean additional 
work for teachers and administrators, as well 
as the additional cost of designing another 
test. The test would also not be comparable 
to any other states, so there would be no way 
of measuring how well Louisiana’s students are 
mastering the common standards relative to 
their peers across the country.

3. What kind of professional development 
did teachers receive in preparation for the 
standards and the new test?

 •  The state has recruited and trained close to 
4,000 teachers to support the instruction of 
the standards in their own schools (at least one 
teacher per school). Many teachers attended 
local professional development training, and 
some districts gave teachers the opportunity 
to design their own aligned district-specific 
curricula. 

4. What kind of student data will be 
collected? Will it be released?

 •  After passing legislation last year, Louisiana 
has some of the strictest student data privacy 
laws in the country. The state is required to 

collect data on the performance of schools 
under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, but is prohibited from 
collecting certain types of information without 
parental consent. State officials do not have 
access to any student identifiable information, 
which will only be available at the local level. 
Every student will have an anonymous student 
identification number so that privacy is 
protected.

 •  Data collected will include student test scores 
and information such as attendance, support 
services, and academic growth. The only 
information that will be publicly available will 
contain aggregate data for schools, districts, 
and subgroups.

5. Do students need to be computer 
literate?

 •  When the computer-based assessment is given 
in 2016, students will need to be computer 
literate. Paper and pencil versions will be given 
in 2015 and will be available for the first three 
years of testing if schools cannot meet the 
technology requirements. This past summer, 
76% of schools met the minimum technology 
requirements and 79% met the minimum 
bandwidth requirements. 

 •  While it may take some time to ensure that 
every school has the hardware necessary and 
meets the technology requirements, this is 
a smart investment. Technology is not going 
away. Ensuring that all students, regardless of 
geography or household income, have equal 
access to technology is critical to preparing 
students for a 21st century competitive 
workforce.

6. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.louisianabelieves.com 
 •  www.corestandards.org
 •  www.parcconline.org
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org 
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Massachusetts’ 4th and 8th graders continue to rank at the top of the national 
standings—either first place or tied for first—in reading and math on the 
National Assessment of Educational Progress, or NAEP. Despite this exemplary 

ranking, on the 2011 and 2013 
administrations, only about half of 
4th and 8th graders demonstrated 
proficiency in reading and math. In 2010, 
a third of Massachusetts public high 
school graduates who enrolled in state 
colleges and universities had to take a 
remedial course because they lacked 
the skills to complete college-level 
work. To address this situation, in 2010 
the State’s Boards of Elementary and 
Secondary Education, Early Childhood 
Education, and Higher Education 
adopted and endorsed a set of college- 
and career-ready standards to better 
prepare students with the skills they need for success.

Massachusetts’ previous state standards were rigorous and held students to high 
expectations. They were used as a model for the Common Core State Standards, which 
the Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks for English Language Arts/Literacy and 
Mathematics now include. The Curriculum Framework is a guide for what students should 
know and be able to do at every grade level. Curriculum experts and teachers from 
across the state developed and reviewed the Curriculum Frameworks to ensure that they 
made valuable additions to the previous standards. The revised Curriculum Frameworks 
build on the strengths of the previous standards and ensure that Massachusetts’ students 
continue to excel and achieve success after high school.

With the adoption of college- and career-ready standards, Massachusetts is one step 
closer to ensuring that students will have the opportunity to reach their full potential. By 
2020, more than 70% of jobs in Massachusetts will require a postsecondary credential. 
However, only 53% of adults in the state currently have such a credential, resulting in a 
significant skills gap. Higher standards are essential to helping close this gap.

A BIG WIN FOR  
MASSACHUSETTS  
STUDENTS
Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks for English Language Arts/Literacy and Mathematics  

Massachusetts’ Proficiency Performance  
on NAEP: Percent Proficient (Rank)

Year
4th Grade 

Math
4th Grade
Reading

8th Grade 
Math

8th Grade 
Reading

2011 
51%

(tied for 
1st)

44%
(tied for 

1st)

47%
(1st)

45%
(tied for 

1st)

2013
49%

(tied for 
1st)

42%
(tied for 

1st)

49%
(1st)

46%
(tied for 

1st)
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Updated Standards Call for 
Improved Assessments
Teachers across Massachusetts have been hard at work 
putting these higher academic standards in place since 
their adoption. It has been a significant undertaking 
involving countless hours of professional development, 
curricula alignment, and learning strategies to engage 
students more deeply than ever before.

The next phase of this work is to implement an 
improved high-quality assessment system that can 
help students, teachers, and parents determine which 
skills a student has or has not yet mastered. The  
state needs assessments that can measure the  
critical thinking and problem solving skills that  
our students need to succeed—and existing state 
tests only partially evaluate this level of learning. 
Next-generation assessments present an opportunity 
to move beyond tests that simply measure knowledge 
of math, reading, and writing concepts to ones 
that mirror the standards and provide teachers with 
valuable information on how effectively they are 
teaching and students are learning.

Assessments are part of a larger system of 
accountability that supports student achievement and 
holds schools accountable for successfully teaching 
the content and skills outlined in the standards.  
At the heart of accountability is the need to ensure 
that all students across Massachusetts receive a  
high-quality education. Meaningful tests serve as 
school-wide academic checkups that can identify 
struggling students and schools in need of extra 
support and interventions. In addition,  
next-generation assessments can identify high-
achieving students who require support to maintain 
their academic engagement and provide them with 
the resources necessary to help them excel.

For the past four years, teams of academics, testing 
experts, and teachers have been collaborating to 
create two testing options aligned to the standards: 

PARCC (Partnership for Assessment of Readiness 
for College and Careers) and the Smarter Balanced 
Assessment Consortium. These two tests were 
field tested in spring 2014 in 35 states, including 
Massachusetts, where students in multiple districts 
participated in the PARCC field test. 

The test aims to do the following:
 •  Accurately measure student progress toward 

college and career readiness.
 •  Assess a wide range of real-world skills, 

including critical thinking, analytical writing, and 
problem solving.

 •  Provide real-time information on student 
progress to help guide teacher instruction and 
improve learning.

Massachusetts is a governing member of the PARCC 
consortium. PARCC’s next-generation assessments 
are designed to build a pathway to college and career 
readiness by the end of high school, by measuring 
the full range of the standards. The assessments will 
provide teachers with information to help guide their 
instruction, allowing them to provide extra support to 
students when necessary. 

In 2014–2015, Massachusetts school districts were 
given the option to administer the Massachusetts 
Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS) or the 
PARCC tests. Fifty-four percent of districts across the 
state chose to administer PARCC in grades 3−8  
in ELA and math between March and May 2015.  
Some districts will also give the optional PARCC  
tests in grades 9 and 11. Through the class of 2019,  
all students in grade 10 will continue to take the 
MCAS in order to earn a Competency Determination. 
Students in grades 5, 8, and high school will continue 
to take MCAS in science and technology/engineering 
classes. In fall 2015, the Board of Elementary and 
Secondary Education will decide whether to adopt  
the PARCC assessments. If PARCC is adopted,  
the Board will make a further determination about the 
graduation requirement for the class of 2020  
and beyond.
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During this transition, it is important to advocate for key criteria 
that will ensure that the Massachusetts assessment system 
effectively measures how our students are doing on the path 
to college and careers. Many education and business leaders 
are enthusiastic about the PARCC assessments because 
they include so many of the components of a high-quality 
assessment system. As advocates, we need to ensure that our 
state tests accurately measure college and career readiness 
and have these characteristics to benefit students.

A High-Quality Assessment System
 •  Is developed with input from teachers, scholars, and 

assessment experts. 
 •  Is field tested and reviewed before full implementation.
 •  Assesses a wide range of real-world skills using a variety 

of question formats.
 •  Provides detailed and timely feedback that acts as an 

academic checkup.
 •  Sends an early warning signal to teachers if students are 

not on track so that interventions can be put in place.
 •  Is comparable across states.

Frequently Asked Questions

1.  What is the difference between standards  
and curriculum?

 •  Standards are a set of guidelines for what students are 
expected to know and be able to do at specific points in 
their education. Standards provide the foundation for key 
components of the education system, including curricula, 
instructional materials, teacher training, and assessments.

 •  A curriculum is the course of study covering the 
standards. It is set by local school districts and includes 
the lesson plans, district and classroom assessments, 
programs, and textbooks that teachers use to teach and 
assess the content and skills outlined in the standards.

2.  If students are learning with different curricula, 
how can they take the same test?

 •  Although teachers use different materials and curricula, 
students still learn the same skills outlined in the 

The Massachusetts 
Curriculum Frameworks 
for English Language Arts/
Literacy and Mathematics:
 •  Focus on reading and writing 

across the curriculum.
 •  Emphasize speaking, listening, 

and vocabulary development.
 •  Develop student understanding 

of math and skill in computation.
 •  Set the expectation that students 

will use computers and other 
digital tools for research, 
communication, and problem 
solving.

Next-generation 
assessments:
 •  Give us an honest, objective 

report of how our students are 
doing.

 •  Ensure that all students are held 
to the same expectations.

 •  Evaluate student progress.
 •  Identify where a student needs 

extra support or experiences 
challenges so teachers and 
parents are able to personalize 
instruction to meet individual 
student needs.

PARCC:
 •  A group of states working 

together to develop high-quality, 
computer-based assessments 
that measure college and career 
readiness in both math and 
English language arts.



standards. Teachers can be creative in their 
instruction, designing lessons to best reach 
their students and establishing a classroom 
where all students can achieve.

3.  Will the PARCC tests replace the  
MCAS tests?

 •  In fall 2015, the Massachusetts Board of 
Elementary and Secondary Education will 
decide if the PARCC tests will replace the 
MCAS in ELA and math. If the PARCC 
assessments are not adopted, the MCAS will 
continue to be used.

4.  How will test scores impact schools  
and districts? 

 •  Test results will be used as one measure for 
school and district accountability. Just as tests 
are used as academic checkups for individual 
students, they are used as checkups for schools. 
Districts need to identify low-performing schools 
so that interventions can be put in place to 
ensure that all students across Massachusetts 
will receive a high-quality education.

5.  How will test scores have an impact  
on teachers?

 •  Teachers routinely analyze results from 
state assessments to improve instruction 
for students. Student growth on the state 
assessments is one measure used in teacher 
evaluations.

6. How will test scores affect students?

 •  Currently in Massachusetts public schools, 
students are required by law to pass statewide 
assessments to graduate from high school. 
If the Board of Elementary and Secondary 
Education adopts the PARCC assessments, 
it will revise the graduation requirements to 
include the PARCC tests. Through the class 
of 2019, students will be required to meet 
minimum scores on the grade 10 MCAS in 
ELA and math as well as a high school science 
assessment in order to graduate.

7.  What kind of professional development 
did teachers receive in preparation for the 
standards and the assessments?

 •  Professional development has been provided 
at the state, district, and school level since 

teachers had access to the standards in early 
2011. Massachusetts’ Race to the Top grant 
enabled teachers to develop and implement 
more than 150 aligned curriculum units. 
Teachers and administrators have also attended 
sessions to review and discuss the PARCC 
practice tests, guidelines for accommodations, 
accessibility, and test administration. 

8.  What kind of data will be collected? Will it 
be released?

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, Massachusetts is required to 
collect data on school and district performance. 
Aggregate data collected includes student test 
scores and information such as attendance, 
support services, and academic growth. The 
state will not release any personally identifiable 
student information. Only individuals, who are 
responsible for educational planning—such 
as curriculum coordinators, teachers, and 
parents—are permitted to see student-specific 
information. 

 •  Federal law protects the privacy of student 
information and education records through 
the Family Educational Rights and Privacy 
Act (FERPA). The only information that will be 
publicly available will contain aggregate data 
for schools, districts, and subgroups.

9. Do students need to be computer literate?

 •  Students need to be computer literate. Paper 
and pencil versions will be available for schools 
that cannot meet the technology requirements.

 •  While it may take some time to ensure that 
every school has the necessary hardware and 
meets the technology requirements, this is 
a smart investment. Technology is not going 
away. Ensuring that all students, regardless of 
geography or household income, have equal 
access to technology is critical to preparing 
students for a 21st century competitive 
workforce.

10. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.parcconline.org 
 •  www.doe.mass.edu/parcc/
 •  www.doe.mass.edu/mcas/ 
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org 
 •  Email: parcc@doe.mass.edu
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In 2013, Maryland’s on-time high school graduation rate was 85%. That same year, 
more than 80% of students in 4th grade and the majority of those in 8th grade 
demonstrated proficiency in reading and math on the Maryland School Assessment 

(MSA). Unfortunately, there was another 
story to be told. On the 2013 Nation’s 
Report Card (also known as the National 
Assessment of Educational Progress, or 
NAEP), less than half of all 4th and 8th 
grade students demonstrated proficiency 
in those same subjects. This disconnect 
was evident as students transitioned 
from high school to college as well. In 
2012, 34% of students who enrolled in 
Maryland public universities had to take 
a remedial class because they lacked the 
skills for college-level work. 

The state’s bar was set too low—although students were passing the state assessments and 
graduating high school, they were not equipped with the skills they needed to success after 
graduation. To address this concern, in 2010 the State Board of Education adopted a set of 
college and career-ready standards in English language arts (ELA) and math to ensure that 
students were learning the skills most essential for success in college and careers.

Maryland’s previous state standards did not provide students with the skills they needed for 
success after high school. According to a 2010 report by the Thomas B. Fordham Institute, 
both the ELA and math standards did not effectively prioritize the most important skills, 
and the math standards were among the worst in the nation. On the U.S. Chamber of 
Commerce’s 2007 Leaders and Laggards report, the standards received a C in rigor and 
the state received a C in truth in advertising about student proficiency. This is evident in the 
table above, which shows the significant discrepancy between student performance on the 
Nation’s Report Card and the MSA.

With the adoption of higher standards, Maryland is one step closer to ensuring that 
students have the opportunity to reach their full potential. By 2020, 67% of jobs in Maryland 
will require a postsecondary credential. However, only 45% of adults in the state currently 
have such a credential, resulting in a 22% skills gap. Higher standards are essential to 
helping close this gap.

A BIG WIN FOR  
MARYLAND  
STUDENTS
Maryland’s College and Career-Ready Standards

Maryland’s Proficiency Rates
 on the 2013 Nation’s Report Card and MSA

Assessment
4th  

Math
4th

Reading
8th  

Math
8th  

Reading

2013 NAEP 47% 45% 47% 42% 

2013 MSA 89% 86% 67% 81% 
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Better Standards Need Better 
Assessments
Teachers across Maryland have been hard at work 
putting these higher academic goals in place. It has 
been a significant undertaking involving countless 
hours of professional development, curricula 
alignment, and learning strategies to engage students 
more deeply than ever before.

The next phase of this work is to implement an 
improved assessment that is more meaningful to 
students, teachers, and parents in determining 
which skills a student has or has not yet mastered. 
The state needs a test that can measure the critical 
thinking and problem solving skills that our students 
need to succeed—and existing state tests cannot 
evaluate this level of learning. Improved assessments 
present an opportunity to move beyond tests that 
simply measure rote memorization skills to ones that 
mirror the higher standards and provide teachers 
with valuable information on how effectively they are 
teaching and students are learning.

Putting better assessments in place needs to be part 
of a larger system of accountability that supports 
student achievement and holds schools accountable 
for successfully teaching the content outlined in the 
standards. At the heart of accountability is the need 
to ensure that all students across Maryland receive 
a high-quality education. Meaningful tests serve as 
school-wide academic checkups that can identify 
struggling students and schools in need of extra 
support and interventions. In addition, improved 
assessments can identify high-achieving students 
who require support to maintain their academic 
engagement and provide them with the resources 
necessary to continue to excel.

For the past four years, teams of academics, testing 
experts, and teachers have been working tirelessly 
to create two new testing options aligned to these 
standards: PARCC (Partnership for Assessment of 

Readiness for College and Careers) and the Smarter 
Balanced Assessment Consortium. These two tests 
were field tested in spring 2014 in 35 states. In 
Maryland, 65,000 students participated in the PARCC 
field test.

The tests aim to do the following:
 •  Accurately measure student progress toward 

college and career readiness.
 •  Assess a wide range of real-world skills, 

including critical thinking and writing.
 •  Provide real-time information on student 

progress to help guide teacher instruction and 
improve learning.

Maryland has been a governing member of PARCC 
since 2010. The high-quality PARCC assessments 
consist of a range of question formats including 
multiple choice and more complex essay questions 
that measure higher-level thinking skills. The PARCC 
tests will be administered in spring 2015 to students in 
grades 3–8 in English language arts and math and to 
high school students in English 10 and Algebra/Data 
Analysis. Results from these assessments will inform 
teachers and parents as to whether students are on 
track to graduate ready for college and careers. 

During this transition, it is important to advocate 
for key criteria that will make the state assessments 
a strong measuring stick of how Maryland students 
are doing on the path to college and careers at the 
state and national levels. Leaders continue to be 
enthusiastic about the PARCC tests because they 
meet so many of the criteria that make up a high-
quality aligned test. As advocates, we need to ensure 
that our state tests accurately measure college and 
career readiness and have these characteristics to 
serve as a useful tool to benefit students.
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A High-Quality Assessment:
 •  Is developed with input from academic and testing 

experts, as well as teachers.
 •  Is field tested and reviewed before full implementation.
 •  Assesses a wide range of real-world skills using a variety 

of question formats.
 •  Includes formative or interim assessments that act as 

academic checkups to ensure students are keeping pace.
 •  Provides detailed and timely feedback that sends an early 

warning signal to teachers if students are not on track so 
interventions can be put in place.

 •  Is comparable across states.

Frequently Asked Questions

1.  What is the difference between standards and 
curriculum?

 •  Standards are a set of guidelines for what students are 
expected to know and be able to do at specific points in 
their education. Standards provide the foundation for key 
components of the education system, including curricula, 
instructional materials, teacher training, and assessments.

 •  A curriculum is the course of study covering the 
standards. It is set by local school districts and includes 
the lesson plans, programs, and textbooks that teachers 
use to teach the content and skills outlined in the 
standards.

2.  If students are learning with different curricula, 
how can they take the same test?

 •  Although teachers use different materials and curricula, 
students still learn the same skills outlined in the 
standards. Teachers can be creative in their instruction, 
designing lessons to best reach their students and 
establishing a classroom where all students can achieve. 

3.  Will the new test replace the old state test?

 •  The PARCC assessments will replace the MSA in ELA 
and math in grades 3–8 and the high school assessments 
(HSA) in English 10 and Algebra/Data Analysis.

The Maryland College and 
Career-Ready Standards:
 •  Provide consistent learning goals 

for all students, regardless of 
where they live.

 •  Are relevant to the real world.
 •  Are anchored in college and 

career readiness.
 •  Reflect the knowledge and skills 

most valued by employers and 
institutions of higher education.

 •  Are internationally benchmarked 
against standards from the 
highest-performing countries.

Better assessments:
 •  Give an honest, objective report 

of how our students are doing.
 •  Ensure all students are held to 

the same expectations.
 •  Identify struggling students so 

they can get the help they need.
 •  Identify high-achieving students 

to provide them with the 
resources necessary to continue 
to excel.

PARCC:
 •  A group of states working 

together to develop high-quality, 
computer-based assessments 
that measure college and career 
readiness in both math and 
English language arts.



4.  Will test scores impact schools and 
districts?

 •  School-wide test results will be used as one 
measure for school accountability. Just as 
teachers use tests as academic checkups for 
individual students, they are also checkups for 
our schools. Districts need to identify schools 
in need of extra support so that interventions 
can be put in place to ensure that all students 
across a district and in the state will receive a 
high-quality education.

5. How will test scores impact teachers?

 •  Student learning objectives, which include 
state test results for teachers of tested courses, 
are used in the state teacher evaluation model. 
A student learning objective is a measurable 
instructional goal established for a specific 
group of students over a set period of time and 
can comprise 25%–30% of the total evaluation.

6.  What kind of data will be collected? Will it 
be released?

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, Maryland is required to collect 
data on school performance. Aggregate 
data collected includes student test scores 
and information such as attendance, support 
services, and academic growth. The state will 
not release any personally identifiable student 
information. Only individuals who interact with 
students on a daily basis, such as teachers and 
parents, are allowed to see student-specific 
information. 

 •  Federal law protects the privacy of student 
information and education records through 

the Family Educational Rights and Privacy 
Act (FERPA). The only information that will be 
publicly available will contain aggregate data 
for schools, districts, and subgroups.  

7.  How were teachers involved in the test 
development process?

 •  Maryland teachers reviewed and provided 
feedback on PARCC test items. Additionally, 
some teachers are playing an important role 
in providing information about PARCC to their 
fellow educators and the public through the 
Educator Leader Cadre, a group of teachers 
who share best practices and are active leaders 
in state and local implementation.

8.  Do students need to be computer 
literate?

 •  Students need to be computer literate, but 
paper and pencil versions will be available 
during the first three years of testing for 
schools that do not yet meet the technology 
requirement or prefer that method.

 •  Although it may take time to ensure that every 
school has the hardware necessary and meets 
the technology requirements, this is a smart 
investment. Technology is not going away. 
Ensuring that all students have equal access to 
technology is critical to preparing students for 
a 21st century workforce. 

9. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.parcconline.org
 •  www.mdk12.org/assessments/parcc/index.html 
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org 
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In 2013, 75% of high-growth and high-wage jobs in Maine required at least a two-year 
degree. However, only 36% of adults in the state had such a credential, resulting in a 39% 
skills gap. The number of jobs requiring a postsecondary credential will only continue 

to grow. In a 2010 survey of executives, 
90% said that skills like communication, 
collaboration, and critical thinking were 
crucial job skills, yet only 50% rated their 
own employees as above average in 
those categories. It is critical that Maine 
students graduate from high school with 
the skills they need to succeed in college 
and to fill the jobs of the future—but too 
many students are not on track to do so. 

On the Nation’s Report Card (also known 
as the National Assessment of Educational Progress, or NAEP), less than half of 4th and 
8th grade students demonstrated proficiency in reading and math. In fall 2013, 46% of 
freshmen attending Maine community colleges and 11% of freshmen enrolled in the state 
university system had to take a remedial class because they lacked the skills to successfully 
complete college-level work. Recognizing this disconnect, the State Board of Education 
updated the state’s academic standards in 2011. The result was a set of rigorous college- 
and career-ready standards in English language arts (ELA) and math that would ensure 
students were graduating prepared with the skills they need to succeed.

Since 1990, Maine has been continuously improving its academic standards. This has been 
a longstanding process that has included the input of Maine educators, academics, and 
content experts. Prior to the 2011 revisions, the standards did not provide students with the 
real-world and critical thinking skills they needed for success. According to a 2010 report by 
the Thomas B. Fordham Institute, the ELA standards were missing up to a third of the most 
essential content, and the math standards were missing as much as half of the most critical 
content. On the U.S Chamber of Commerce’s 2007 Leaders and Laggards report, Maine’s 
standards received a D in rigor. With the adoption of higher standards, Maine is one step 
closer to ensuring that students will have the opportunity to reach their full potential.

A BIG WIN FOR  
MAINE  
STUDENTS
The Maine Learning Results 

Maine’s Proficiency Performance
 on the 2013 Nation’s Report Card

Year
4th  

Math
4th

Reading
8th  

Math
8th  

Reading

2011 45% 32% 39% 39% 

2013 45% 43% 37% 45% 



A BIG WIN FOR  
MAINE STUDENTS
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Better Standards Deserve 
Better Assessments
Teachers across Maine have been hard at work 
preparing for and implementing the standards. The 
2013–14 school year marked the first year in which all 
teachers began instructing the content outlined in 
the standards. It has been a significant undertaking 
involving countless hours of professional development, 
curricula alignment, collaboration, and learning 
strategies to engage students more deeply than ever 
before. 

The next phase of this work is to implement an 
improved test that is more meaningful to students, 
teachers, and parents in determining which skills 
a student has or has not yet mastered. The state 
needs a test that can measure the critical thinking 
and problem solving skills that our students need to 
succeed—and existing state tests cannot evaluate this 
level of learning. Improved assessments present an 
opportunity to move beyond tests that simply measure 
rote memorization skills to ones that mirror the 
higher standards and provide teachers with valuable 
information on how effectively they are teaching and 
students are learning.

Putting better assessments in place needs to be part 
of a larger system of accountability that supports 
student achievement and holds schools accountable 
for successfully teaching the content outlined in the 
standards. At the heart of accountability is the need 
to ensure that all students across Maine receive the 
same high-quality education. Meaningful tests serve 
as school-wide academic checkups that can identify 
struggling students and schools in need of extra 
support and interventions. In addition, improved 
assessments can identify high-achieving students 
who require support to maintain their academic 
engagement and provide them with the resources 
necessary to continue to excel.

For the past four years, teams of academics, testing 
experts, and teachers have been working tirelessly 

to create two testing options aligned to the higher 
standards: PARCC (Partnership for Assessment of 
Readiness for College and Careers) and the Smarter 
Balanced Assessment Consortium. These two tests 
were field tested in spring 2014 in 35 states, including 
Maine, where more than 25,000 students in 180 schools 
took the Smarter Balanced field test.

The tests aim to do the following:
 •  Accurately measure student progress toward 

college and career readiness.
 •  Assess a wide range of skills, including critical 

thinking and writing skills.
 •  Provide real-time information on student progress 

to help guide teacher instruction and improve 
learning.

Maine is a governing member of the Smarter Balanced 
consortium. Through this partnership, Smarter 
Balanced will develop aligned assessments in math 
and English language arts for students in grades 
3−8 and 11. Students will begin taking the tests this 
spring as part of the Maine Educational Assessment 
(MEA). These computer-adaptive tests measure the 
content, concepts, and skills outlined in the Maine 
Learning Results. The tests will adjust the difficulty of 
questions based on previous student responses to give 
a more accurate measure of which skills a student has 
mastered. Along with end-of-year tests, the Smarter 
Balanced system also contains a Digital Library with 
resources, classroom activities, and professional 
development for teachers. Teachers will have access 
to class activities that they can do throughout the year 
to ensure students are keeping pace. These activities 
serve as an academic checkup, providing teachers with 
feedback to guide their instruction.
 
During this transition, it is important to advocate for key 
criteria that will make the state assessments a strong 
measuring stick of how Maine students are doing 
on the path to college and careers at the state and 
national levels. Leaders continue to be enthusiastic 
about the Smarter Balanced tests because they meet 
so many of the criteria of a high-quality aligned test. 
As advocates, we need to ensure that our state tests 
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accurately measure college and career readiness and have these 
characteristics to serve as a useful tool to benefit students.

A High-Quality Assessment:
 •  Is developed with input from teachers, as well as 

academics and testing experts.
 •  Assesses a wide range of real-world skills using a variety of 

question formats.
 •  Includes classroom activities that act as academic 

checkups to ensure that students are keeping pace.
 •  Is field tested and reviewed before full implementation.
 •  Provides detailed and timely feedback that sends an early 

warning signal to teachers if students are not on track so 
that interventions can be put in place.

 •  Is comparable across states.

Frequently Asked Questions

1.  What is the difference between standards and 
curriculum?

 •  Standards are a set of guidelines for what students are 
expected to know and be able to do at specific points 
in their education. Standards provide the foundation for 
key components of the education system, but they are 
not curricula, instructional materials, teacher training, or 
assessments.

 •  A curriculum is the course of study covering the standards. 
It is set by local school districts and includes the lesson 
plans, programs, and textbooks that teachers use to teach 
the content and skills outlined in the standards.

2.  If students are learning with different curricula, 
how can they take the same test?

 •  Although teachers use different materials and curricula, 
students still learn the same skills outlined in the standards. 
Teachers can be creative in their instruction, designing 
lessons to best reach their students and establishing a 
classroom where all students can achieve. 

The Maine Learning 
Results:
 •  Are more rigorous academic 

standards that prepare all 
students for success after high 
school.

 •  Emphasize real-world skills such 
as critical thinking and problem 
solving.

 •  Are comparable across states. 

Better assessments:
 •  Give an honest, objective report 

of how our students are doing.
 •  Ensure that all students are held 

to the same expectations.
 •  Identify struggling students so 

that they can get the help they 
need.

 •  Identify high-achieving students 
to provide them with the 
resources necessary to continue 
to excel.

Smarter Balanced:
 •  A group of states working 

together to develop high-quality, 
computer-adaptive assessments 
that measure college and career 
readiness in both math and 
English language arts.



3.  Will the new test replace the old  
state test?

 •  Yes. The Smarter Balanced assessments will 
replace New England Common Assessment 
Program (NECAP) tests for math and English 
language arts in grades 3–8 and the SAT in 
grade 11. 

4.  Will annual test scores impact schools and 
districts?

 •  School-wide test results will be used as one 
measure for school accountability. Just as tests 
are used as academic checkups for individual 
students, they also serve as checkups for our 
schools. Districts need to identify struggling 
students and schools in need of support so that 
interventions can be put in place to ensure that 
all students across Maine receive a high-quality 
education.

5. Will test scores impact teachers?

 •  Student learning and growth is one of the 
factors used in teacher evaluations. Growth in 
student achievement is measured based on 
performance on the state assessments at two 
points in time. School districts will decide what 
percentage of the total evaluation student 
learning and growth will comprise. If a district 
has not made a decision by June 1, 2015, the 
default percentage will be 20%.

6.   What is proficiency-based learning? How 
do the aligned assessments impact it?

 •  Proficiency-based learning requires that 
students master skills they are expected to learn 
before they progress to the next lesson, move 
on to the next grade, or receive a diploma. The 
goal is to ensure that students graduate with 
the knowledge and skills they need for career 
training, college, and life. 

 •  Districts can choose how students will 
demonstrate proficiency in each area. The 
Smarter Balanced assessments are one way that 
students can demonstrate proficiency, but there 
are a variety of other classroom-based tasks that 
can be used as well.

7. How will test scores impact students?

 •  There are no testing requirements for promotion 
or graduation.

8.  What kind of data will be collected? Will it 
be released?

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, Maine is required to collect 
data on school performance. Aggregate 
data collected includes student test scores 
and information such as attendance, support 
services, and academic growth. The state will 
not release any personally identifiable student 
information. Only individuals who interact with 
students on a daily basis, such as teachers and 
parents, are allowed to see student-specific 
information. 

 •  Federal law protects the privacy of student 
information and education records through 
the Family Educational Rights and Privacy 
Act (FERPA). The only information that will be 
publicly available will contain aggregate data for 
schools, districts, and subgroups. 

9.  How were teachers involved in the test 
development process?

 •  Maine teachers were involved in a review of 
the test questions for content, bias/sensitivity, 
and accessibility. They also assisted with the 
development of learning resources in the Digital 
Library, an online collection of aligned resources 
to support teachers as they adjust to teaching 
the standards.

10. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.smarterbalanced.org 
 •  www.maine.gov/doe/assessment/math-ela/

index.html 
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org 
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Michigan students are facing a serious challenge. While 65% of Michigan jobs 
will require a postsecondary credential by 2020, only 36% of adults in the 
state meet this requirement 

today. What remains is a nearly 30% 
skills gap that threatens the growth 
and competitiveness of Michigan’s 
economy. Additionally, 27% of college-
bound seniors in Michigan’s graduating 
class had to take at least one remedial 
course because they lacked the skills 
to successfully complete college-level 
work. Not only do these remedial 
courses mean an increased tuition 
burden for students to learn skills 
they should have mastered in high school, but they are also detrimental to on-time 
completion of a postsecondary degree. Continuing down this path could mean serious 
consequences for the economic health of the state.

Clearly, it is critical that Michigan students graduate high school with the skills they need 
to succeed in college so that they are qualified to fill the jobs of the future—but too 
many students are not on track to do so. Over the past decade, on the Nation’s Report 
Card (also known as the National Assessment of Educational Progress, or NAEP), student 
achievement in 4th and 8th grade reading and math has been declining. Recognizing this 
troubling regression, in 2010, the State Board of Education adopted a set of career- and 
college-ready standards in English language arts (ELA) and math to strengthen student 
preparation. 

The previous state standards did not provide students with the skills they needed for 
success after high school. Although the math standards were high quality, they lacked 
a focus on the development of basic arithmetic skills. The ELA standards did not 
properly emphasize early reading skills and were difficult to measure, making them 
among the worst in the nation. On the U.S Chamber of Commerce’s 2007 Leaders and 
Laggards report, Michigan received a C in both academic achievement and rigor of state 
standards. 

A BIG WIN FOR  
MICHIGAN 
STUDENTS
Michigan State Standards

Michigan’s Performance Compared to  
Other States on the Nation’s Report Card
Year 4th  

Math
4th

Reading
8th  

Math
8th  

Reading

2003 27th 28th 34th 27th

2013 42nd 38th 37th 32nd 
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Better Standards Deserve 
Better Assessments
Teachers across Michigan have been hard at work 
putting the higher academic goals in place since 
their adoption in 2010. It has been a significant 
undertaking involving countless hours of professional 
development, curricula alignment, and learning 
strategies to engage students more deeply than  
ever before.

The next phase of this work is to implement aligned 
assessments that are more meaningful to students, 
teachers, and parents in determining which skills a 
student has or has not yet mastered in order to be 
prepared for careers and college. The state needs a 
test that can measure the critical thinking and problem 
solving skills our students need to succeed—and 
previous state tests cannot evaluate this level of 
learning. Improved assessments are an opportunity 
to move beyond rote memorization “bubble tests” 
to ones that mirror the higher standards and provide 
teachers with valuable information on how effectively 
they are teaching and students are learning.

Putting better assessments in place is not enough. 
They need to be part of a larger system of 
accountability that supports student achievement 
and holds schools accountable for successfully 
teaching the content outlined in the standards. At 
the heart of accountability is the need to ensure 
that all students across Michigan receive the same 
high-quality education. Meaningful tests serve as 
schoolwide academic checkups that can identify 
struggling students and schools in need of extra 
support so interventions can be put in place. In 
addition, improved assessments can identify high-
achieving students who require support to maintain 
their academic engagement and provide them with 
the resources necessary to continue to excel.

For the past four years, teams of academics, testing 
experts, and teachers have been working tirelessly 

to create two new testing options aligned to these 
standards: PARCC (Partnership for Assessment of 
Readiness of College and Careers) and the Smarter 
Balanced Assessment Consortium. In spring 2014, 
these two assessment systems were field tested in 35 
states, including Michigan, where students in multiple 
districts participated in the Smarter Balanced field test. 

The tests aim to do the following:

 •  Accurately measure student progress toward 
career and college readiness.

 •  Assess a wide range of skills, including real-
world critical thinking and writing skills.

 •  Provide real-time information on student 
progress to help guide teacher instruction and 
improve learning.

Michigan has been a governing member of the 
Smarter Balanced consortium since 2010. Last June, 
the State Department of Education was asked to 
develop a new state test that was unique to Michigan, 
and aligned to the higher standards. The decision was 
to implement a testing system known as the Michigan 
Student Test of Educational Progress (M-STEP), which 
uses a combination of Smarter Balanced test items 
along with Michigan-developed field test items (field 
test items will not be scored). Students will take these 
summative assessments in ELA and math in grades 
3–8 in spring 2015. Students in grade 11 will take the 
Michigan Merit Examination, which consists of the 
ACT Plus Writing, WorkKeys, and M-STEP end-of-
course assessments in ELA and math. 

These computer-based tests will include performance-
based tasks that better measure career and college 
readiness through problems involving research 
and complex analysis, which cannot be measured 
through multiple choice items. Along with summative 
assessments, schools have the option to give interim 
and formative assessments at various points throughout 
the year so teachers can determine whether students 
are on track to mastering the necessary skills for the 
year. In later years, Michigan will also transition to 
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computer adaptive testing (CAT). CAT bases the difficulty of 
questions on students’ previous answers, which provides a more 
accurate measure of student achievement, particularly for high- 
and low-performing students.

During this transition, it is important to ensure that Michigan’s 
state tests provide a reliable measure of how students are doing 
on the path to careers and college at the state and national 
levels. Leaders continue to be enthusiastic about the M-STEP 
tests because they meet so many of the criteria that make up a 
high-quality aligned test. As advocates, we need to ensure that 
the state tests accurately measure career and college readiness 
and serve as a useful tool to help students improve.

A High-Quality Assessment
 •  Is developed with input from academic and testing 

experts, as well as teachers.
 •  Is field tested and reviewed before full implementation.
 •  Assesses a wide range of real-world skills using a variety of 

question formats.
 •  Includes formative or interim assessments that act as 

academic checkups to ensure students are keeping pace.
 •  Provides detailed and timely feedback that sends an early 

warning signal to teachers if students are not on track so 
interventions can be put in place.

 •  Identifies high-achieving students so they can receive the 
support necessary to continue to excel.

 •  Is comparable across states.

Frequently Asked Questions

1.  What is the difference between standards and 
curriculum?

 •  Standards are a set of guidelines for what students are 
expected to know and be able to do at specific points in 
their education. Standards provide the foundation for key 
components of the education system, including curricula, 
instructional materials, teacher training, and assessments.

 •  A curriculum is the course of study covering the standards. 
It is set by local school districts and includes the lesson 

The Michigan State 
Standards
 •  Are more rigorous academic 

standards that prepare all 
students for success after high 
school.

 •  Emphasize real-world skills like 
critical thinking and problem 
solving.

 •  Are comparable across states.

Better Assessments
 •  Give us an honest, objective 

report of how our students are 
doing.

 •  Ensure all students are held to the 
same expectations.

 •  Identify struggling students so 
they can get the help they need.

 •  Identify high-achieving students 
so they can receive the resources 
they need to continue to excel.

The M-STEP
 •  A test unique to Michigan that 

includes summative assessments 
designed to effectively measure 
student growth. 



plans, programs, and textbooks that teachers 
use to teach the content and skills outlined in 
the standards.

2.  If students are learning with different 
curricula, how can they take the  
same test?

 •  Although teachers use different materials and 
curricula, students still learn the same skills 
outlined in the standards. Teachers can be 
creative in their instruction, designing lessons 
to best reach their students and establishing a 
classroom where all students can achieve. 

3.  Will the new test replace the old  
state test?

 •  The M-STEP tests will replace the 44 year-old 
MEAP. It will include Michigan-developed 
content as well as content developed by the 
Smarter Balanced consortium.

4.   Will high school juniors still be taking  
the ACT?

 •  This year, students will still take the ACT. 
Beginning in 2016, Michigan high school juniors 
will take the SAT as their state-provided, free 
college entrance exam. The SAT will be better 
aligned with Michigan standards and will include 
a variety of item types, beyond multiple choice. 

5.  Will test scores impact schools and 
districts?

 •  For the first year of testing, scores will not be 
used for accountability purposes. 

 •  Schoolwide test results will be used as one 
measure for school accountability. Just as 
teachers use tests as academic checkups for 
individual students, they are also checkups for 
schools. Districts need to identify schools in need 
of extra support so that interventions can be put 
in place so all students across a district and in the 
state will receive a high-quality education.

6.  What kind of data will be collected? Will it 
be released?

 •  The state will not release any personally 
identifiable student information. Under the 
federal Elementary and Secondary Education 
Act, Michigan is required to collect data on 
school performance. Aggregate data collected 
includes student test scores and information 
such as attendance, support services, and 

academic growth. Only individuals who interact 
with students on a daily basis, such as teachers 
and parents, are allowed to see student-specific 
information. 

 •  Federal law protects the privacy of student 
information and education records through 
the Family Educational Rights and Privacy 
Act (FERPA). The only information that will be 
publicly available will contain aggregate data for 
schools, districts, and subgroups. 

7.  How were teachers involved in the test 
development process?

 •  Michigan teachers reviewed Smarter Balanced 
test items and assisted in developing the state-
specific field test items for the spring 2015 
test. They also helped develop materials in the 
Digital Library, an online collection of aligned 
resources to support teachers as they adjust to 
teaching the standards.

8.  Do students need to be computer 
literate?

 •  Students need to be computer literate. Paper 
and pencil versions will be available during the 
first three years of testing for schools that cannot 
meet the technology requirement.

 •  To prepare for this transition to computer-based 
assessments, nearly 1,900 Michigan schools have 
performed pilot online testing over the past 
three and a half years. The state legislature has 
invested more than $100 million over the past 
two years to help get local districts technology-
ready for the Smarter Balanced assessments.

 •  Eighty-six percent of schools covering 82% of 
Michigan students have opted to administer the 
M-STEP assessments online in spring 2015.

 •  While it may take time to ensure that every 
school has the hardware necessary and meets 
the technology requirements, this is a smart 
investment. Technology is not going away. 
Ensuring that all students, regardless of 
geography or household income have equal 
access to technology is critical to preparing 
students for a 21st century competitive 
workforce.

9. Where can I go for more information?

 •  M-STEP website: www.mi.gov/mde/0,4615,7-
140-22709_70117---,00.html

 •  www.smarterbalanced.org 
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org



3

In 2014, Minnesota’s on-time high school graduation rate was 81%—an all-time high and 
a 5% improvement from four years prior. Despite this encouraging progress, achievement 
gaps between white students and students of color are some of the largest in the nation. 

That same year, only 60% of African-
American students and 51% of American 
Indian students graduated on time. 

As evidenced on the 2007 Nation’s 
Report Card, also known as the National 
Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP), many 4th and 8th grade 
students, especially those of color, failed 
to demonstrate proficiency in math and 
reading. These scores improved only 
marginally from 2007 to 2013. In 2014, 
28% of Minnesota high school graduates who enrolled in postsecondary education had to 
take a remedial course because they lacked the skills needed for college-level work.

The state has implemented multiple efforts to better support all students on the path from 
high school to college and careers. In 2007, the Minnesota K−12 Academic Standards in 
mathematics were revised to focus on the skills students needed for success after high 
school. According to a 2010 report by the Thomas B. Fordham Institute, the improved math 
standards were described as well-organized and strong. In the same year as the Fordham 
Institute report, the State Department of Education revised the English language arts (ELA) 
standards to match the rigorous math standards by adopting the Common Core State 
Standards in ELA. The Fordham Institute assessed the state’s previous English standards as 
lacking as much as 35% of the most critical content—making the transition to the Common 
Core an essential move in the right direction.

With the adoption of these higher standards in math, and soon after in ELA, Minnesota 
came one step closer to ensuring that students will have the opportunity to reach their 
full potential. By 2020, at least 70% of jobs in the state will require a postsecondary 
credential. However, only 48% of adults currently have such a credential, resulting in a 
significant skills gap. Higher standards are essential to raising student achievement and 
helping close this gap.

A BIG WIN FOR  
MINNESOTA   
STUDENTS
The Minnesota K−12 Academic Standards 

Minnesota’s Proficiency Performance
 on the Nation’s Report Card

Year
4th  

Math
4th

Reading
8th  

Math
8th  

Reading

2007 51% 37% 43% 37% 

2013 59% 41% 47% 41% 
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Better Standards Need Better 
Assessments
Teachers across Minnesota have been hard at work 
putting these higher standards in place. It has been 
a significant undertaking involving many hours of 
professional development, collaboration, and learning 
strategies to engage students more deeply than  
ever before.

Following the adoption of higher standards, 
Minnesota’s next step was to implement an improved 
test that is more meaningful to students, teachers, 
and parents in determining which skills a student 
has or has not yet mastered. Improved assessments 
present an opportunity to move beyond tests that 
simply measure rote memorization skills to ones that 
mirror the higher standards and provide teachers 
with valuable information on how effectively they are 
teaching and students are learning.

Better assessments play a key role in improving 
student achievement and holding Minnesota 
schools accountable for successfully teaching the 
content outlined in the standards. At the heart of 
accountability is the need to ensure that all students 
across Minnesota receive a high-quality education. 
Meaningful tests serve as school-wide academic 
checkups that can identify struggling students and 
schools in need of extra support and interventions. In 
addition, improved assessments can identify high-
achieving students who require support to maintain 
their academic engagement and provide them with 
the resources necessary to continue to excel.

For the past four years, Minnesota has administered 
state-specific assessments aligned to their 
higher standards: the Minnesota Comprehensive 
Assessments (MCAs). Students in grades 3–8 take 
MCAs every spring in reading and math. In high 
school, students also take a reading test in grade 10 
and a math test in grade 11. The improved MCAs 
provide information that can be used to inform 

teacher instruction and improve learning. Teachers 
use results to identify areas where a student needs 
improvement or excels, so that they can provide 
additional support or challenges. Beginning in spring 
2015, students in grades 8, 10, and 11 will also take 
the ACT assessments. These assessments measure 
college readiness in reading, English, math, and 
science. Both the MCAs and ACT serve as academic 
checkups to let parents and teachers know whether a 
student is on track to graduate prepared for college 
and careers.

It is important to advocate for key criteria that will 
make the state assessments a strong measuring 
stick of how Minnesota students are doing on the 
path to college and careers. Leaders continue to be 
enthusiastic about the MCAs and ACT assessments 
because they meet the criteria of a high-quality 
aligned test. As advocates, we need to ensure that 
our state tests accurately measure college and career 
readiness and have these characteristics to serve as a 
useful tool to benefit students.

A High-Quality Assessment:
 •  Is developed with input from academic and 

testing experts, as well as teachers.
 •  Is field tested and reviewed before full 

implementation.
 •  Assesses a wide range of real-world skills using a 

variety of question formats.
 •  Includes formative or interim assessments 

that act as academic checkups to ensure that 
students are keeping pace.

 •  Provides detailed and timely feedback that 
sends an early warning signal to teachers if 
students are not on track so that interventions 
can be put in place.
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Frequently Asked Questions

1.   What is the difference between standards and 
curriculum?

 •  Standards are a set of guidelines for what students are 
expected to know and be able to do at specific points in 
their education. Standards provide the foundation for key 
components of the education system, including curricula, 
instructional materials, teacher training, and assessments.

 •  A curriculum is the course of study covering the 
standards. It is set by local school districts and includes 
the lesson plans, programs, and textbooks that teachers 
use to teach the content and skills outlined in the 
standards.

2.  If students are learning with different curricula, 
how can they take the same test? 

 •  Although teachers use different materials and curricula, 
students still learn the same skills outlined in the 
standards. Teachers can be creative in their instruction, 
designing lessons to best reach their students and 
establishing a classroom where all students can achieve.

3. Will test scores impact schools and districts?

 •  School-wide test results will be used as one measure for 
school accountability. Just as we use tests as academic 
checkups for individual students, they are also checkups 
for our schools. We need to identify schools in need of 
extra support so that interventions can be put in place to 
ensure that all students across a district and in the state 
will receive a high-quality education.

4.  How will test scores impact students?

 •  There are currently no testing requirements for 
graduation or grade promotion. Beginning in 2016, 
students will be required to take the ACT Plus Writing 
test to graduate.

Better assessments:
 •  Give an honest, objective report 

of how our students are doing.
 •  Ensure all students are held to 

the same expectations.
 •  Identify struggling students so 

they can get the help they need.
 •  Identify high-achieving students 

to provide them with the 
resources necessary to continue 
to excel.



5.  What kind of professional development did teachers receive in 
preparation for the standards?

 •  The Minnesota Department of Education developed an online standards 
implementation toolkit with resources for districts and schools to assist 
them during the transition to the Common Core ELA standards, from the 
planning phase to full implementation.

6. What kind of data is collected? Is it released?

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary Education Act, Minnesota is 
required to collect data on school performance. Aggregate data collected 
includes student test scores and information such as attendance, support 
services, and academic growth. The state will not release any personally 
identifiable student information. 

 •  Only individuals who interact with students on a daily basis, such as 
teachers and parents, are allowed to see student-specific information. 
Federal law protects the privacy of student information and education 
records through the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA). The 
only information that will be publicly available will contain aggregate data 
for schools, districts, and subgroups. 

7. How are teachers involved in the test development process?

 •  Teachers participate in the stakeholder advisory groups, which provide 
feedback on passages and items on the MCAs.

8. Do students need to be computer literate?

 •  Yes. At every grade level, the MCAs are administered online only. Paper and 
pencil accommodations are only available for students who require them.

9. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.education.state.mn.us/MDE/JustParent/TestReq/index.html 
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org 
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In 2010, Missouri’s on-time graduation rate was 81%. Despite having a strong high 
school graduation rate, students still lacked the skills necessary to be 21st century 
learners. On the Nation’s Report Card, also known as the National Assessment of 

Educational Progress (NAEP), less than half of our students in every grade were proficient 
in both math and reading. In 2010, the Missouri State Board of Education adopted a set 
of academic standards in math and English language arts that are higher, clearer, and 
more focused on the skills that matter most. 

Prior to adopting the Missouri 
Learning Standards, the state was 
headed in the wrong direction. The 
previous state standards were broad 
and often difficult to interpret, with 
the same expectations appearing 
in multiple grades. They did not 
prioritize the skills students need 
to succeed in college and careers. 
They were described as some of 
the worst in the country by the 
Fordham Institute and received a ‘D’ in the U.S. Chamber of Commerce’s 2007 Leaders 
and Laggards report for lack of rigor. Although 51% of our 8th graders were proficient 
on the Missouri Assessment Program (MAP) in 2011, only 31% reached proficiency on 
a more rigorous international math assessment, Trends in International Math Science 
Study, commonly referred to as TIMSS. In addition, almost one-third of students entering 
Missouri state colleges and universities must enroll in remedial courses because they lack 
the skills necessary to complete college-level work. 

With the higher standards, Missouri is one step closer to ensuring that students will 
have the opportunity to reach their full potential. By 2018, there will be 1.4 million job 
openings in the state, 63% of which will require some education beyond high school. By 
raising the bar, we can be confident that our students will be qualified to fill these jobs, 
contributing to the growth of our economy. 

Missouri’s Proficiency Rates on  
the Nation’s Report Card

Year 4th  
Math

4th
Reading

8th  
Math

8th  
Reading

2011 41% 34% 32% 35% 

2013 39% 35% 33% 36% 

A BIG WIN FOR  
MISSOURI STUDENTS
The Missouri Learning Standards
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Better Standards Deserve 
Better Assessments
For the past five years, teachers across Missouri have 
been hard at work preparing for and implementing 
the standards. It has been a significant undertaking 
involving countless hours participating in professional 
development, designing new curricula, and learning 
strategies to engage students more deeply than ever 
before. Teachers created and shared more than 
100 aligned units as online resources to be used as 
models throughout the state before the standards were 
fully implemented last year.

The next phase of this work is to implement a test 
in Missouri that provides information to help guide 
teacher instruction and help parents better understand 
the skills their children have mastered in order to be 
prepared for success.

Over the past four years, teams of academic experts 
and teachers have been working tirelessly to create 
two testing options aligned to higher standards: 
Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for 
College and Careers (PARCC) and Smarter Balanced 
Assessment Consortium. Missouri has been a member 
of the Smarter Balanced consortium since 2010. These 
two tests were field-tested this past spring in 35 states 
and Washington, D.C. The tests aim to:
 •   Accurately measure student progress toward 

college and career readiness;
 •   Assess a wide range of skills, including real-world 

critical thinking and writing skills; and
 •   Provide real-time information on student 

progress to help guide teacher instruction and 
improve learning.

Putting better assessments in place is not enough. 
They need to be part of a larger system of 
accountability that supports student achievement and 
holds schools responsible for successfully teaching 
the skills outlined in the standards. At the heart of 
accountability is the need to ensure that all students 
across Missouri are receiving the same high-quality 

education. Meaningful tests serve as school-wide 
academic checkups that can identify struggling 
students and schools in need of extra support. In 
addition, improved assessments can identify high-
achieving students who require support to maintain 
their academic engagement and provide them the 
resources necessary to continue to help them excel.

During this time of transition, it is important to 
advocate for the key criteria that will make the state 
test a strong measuring stick of how our students are 
doing on the path to college and careers. Leaders 
continue to be enthusiastic about the Smarter 
Balanced assessments because they include so many 
of the criteria that make up a high-quality aligned test 
and mean higher quality instruction for all students. As 
advocates, we need to ensure that our state test not 
only accurately measures college and career readiness, 
but also possesses these characteristics to make it a 
useful tool to help students improve. 

What Does a High-Quality 
Assessment Look Like?
A high-quality assessment is: 
 •   Developed with input from both academic and 

testing experts—and most importantly, teachers;
 •   Field-tested and reviewed before full implementation;
 •   Assesses a wide range of real-world skills using a 

variety of question formats;
 •   Measures the full range of content and levels of 

thinking that students are practicing in the classroom, 
so there is no need for extensive test preparation;

 •   Includes formative or interim assessments that act 
as “academic checkups” to ensure students are 
keeping pace;

 •   Provides detailed and timely feedback to parents 
and teachers that shows long-term individual 
student growth;

 •   Sends an early warning signal to teachers if 
students are struggling or excelling, so additional 
interventions or challenges can be put in place;

 •   Comparable across states; and
 •   Available online.
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Frequently Asked Questions
1. What is the difference between a curriculum and 
standards?

 •  Standards are a set of guidelines for what students are 
expected to know and be able to do at specific points in their 
education. They provide the foundation for key components 
of the education system, including curricula, instructional 
materials, teacher training, and assessments.

 •  A curriculum is how the standards are taught. Local districts 
make decisions regarding curricula, and teachers choose the 
instructional strategies used in the classroom. 

2. If students are learning with different curricula, 
how can they take the same test?

 •  Although teachers use different materials and curricula, 
students still learn the same skills. Because the aligned tests 
prioritize assessing skills over rote memorization of content, 
it is possible for teachers to be creative in their lessons while 
still instructing the standards and preparing students. When 
teachers are creative in their instruction, they can design lessons 
that best reach their students, creating a classroom where all 
students can achieve. 

3. Will the updated test replace the old state test?

 •  Yes. Beginning this school year, the English language arts and 
math Smarter Balanced assessments will become a part of the 
MAP. They will replace the grade-level testing for language arts 
and math in grades 3−8 and high school end-of-course tests 
in English 1, Algebra 1 and 2, Biology, and Government. MAP 
testing will continue in other subject areas.

4. How will test scores impact students?

 •  Third grade students must score proficient in reading to 
be promoted to 4th grade. There are currently no testing 
requirements for graduation.

5. How will test scores impact teachers?

 •  Missouri teacher evaluations include a category for ‘Student 
Growth and Development,’ which includes standardized test 
scores as evidence of student growth. Because the role of a 
teacher is much larger than can be measured by a test score 
alone, this category is only one of seven on which teachers are 
evaluated. Other areas include content knowledge, classroom 
environment, and effective communication. The teacher 

Why Support the Missouri 
Learning Standards?

 •  They are more rigorous 
academic standards that help 
prepare all students for success 
after high school.

 •  They emphasize real-world 
skills like critical thinking and 
problem-solving.

 •  They hold all students to the 
same high expectations and 
are comparable across the 
state and nation.

Why Do We Need Good 
Tests?

 •  They give us an honest, 
objective report of how our 
students are doing.

 •  They ensure all students are 
held to the same expectations.

 •  They identify struggling 
students so they can get the 
help they need.



evaluation system has been field-tested and piloted 
by hundreds of teachers across the state. A single test 
score does not make or break a teacher’s career.

6. How will test scores impact schools and 
districts? 

 •  School-wide test results are only one of the measures 
used for school accountability. Just as we use tests as 
academic checkups for individual students, they are 
also used as checkups on our schools. We need to 
identify areas of low performance so that interventions 
can be put in place to ensure students are on track to 
graduate college and career ready.

7. What kind of data will be collected? Will it 
be released?

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, Missouri is required to collect data 
on the performance of schools. Data collected will 
include student test scores and information such as 
attendance, support services, and academic growth. 
Federal law protects the privacy of student information 
and education records through the Family Educational 
Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA). 

 •  This past summer, Missouri enacted a law that provides 
guidelines for student data collection. Any type of 
personally identifiable student information will only be 
available to teachers, administrators, school personnel, 
and parents. The Department of Education is also 
prohibited from collecting and using certain types of 
information, such as religious and political affiliation. 
The only information that will be publicly available will 
contain aggregate data for schools and districts. 

8. How were teachers involved in the test 
development process?

 •  Missouri teachers were involved in a review of the test 
questions for content, bias/sensitivity, and accessibility. 
They also assisted with the development of learning 
resources in the Digital Library, an online collection of 
aligned resources to support teachers as they adjust to 
teaching the standards.

9. How long will the tests take?

 •  The Smarter Balanced consortium estimates that 
total testing time will range from 7 to 8.5 hours over 
a three-month period. This estimate includes both a 
performance-based task and an end-of-year test given 
at separate times. 

 •  The aligned tests are of much higher quality, so the 
time invested will provide us with more detailed and 
useful information on student progress than ever 

before. It is time spent reading complex text, writing 
essays, and explaining reasoning, which are essential 
skills to master and to practice.

 •  On average, students currently spend more time on 
district benchmark assessments than state tests. Since 
these tests assess a wider range of skills and provide 
better information, they have the potential to eliminate 
many of the district assessments, reducing the overall 
time students spend testing.

10. Do students need to be computer literate?

 •  Students do need to be computer literate. Missouri 
students already have experience with online testing. 
Since 2008, Missouri’s high school end-of-course 
assessments have been administered online. This year, 
for the first time, grade-level assessments will also 
be computer-based, so all students will need to be 
computer literate.

 •  Our students need to be using computers regularly, 
so they gain the computer skills they need for college 
and the workplace. Computer-based tests are an 
opportunity for us to make sure all schools have their 
technology up to speed, not only for testing, but also 
for use of learning tools.

 •  The Smarter Balanced tests are computer adaptive, 
adjusting to a student’s demonstrated level of 
understanding. Selecting the difficulty of upcoming 
questions based on previous answers allows for a more 
precise measure of student achievement. 

 •  Paper-based test versions will be available for the first 
three years for any schools that have difficulty meeting 
the technology requirements.

11. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.smarterbalanced.org
 •  www.missourilearningstandards.com
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org

What is Smarter Balanced?

 •  A group of states working 
together to develop high-
quality, computer-adaptive 
assessments that measure 
college and career readiness 
in both math and English 
language arts.
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It is no secret that Mississippi students have long performed at the bottom of the pack 
compared to their peers across the country. Mississippi students continue to achieve 
among the lowest scores in the nation. On the most recent Nation’s Report Card (also 

known as the National Assessment of Educational Progress), less than one-quarter of 
students were proficient in math and 
reading—a troubling statistic. We must 
come together as business leaders and 
advocates across the state to support 
reforms that raise the bar to ensure 
that all students receive a world-class 
education. 

In 2010, the Mississippi State Board of 
Education adopted a set of rigorous 
academic standards in math and 
English language arts (ELA) to ensure 
that students have the knowledge and 
skills they need to be successful in 
college, careers, and life. The standards encourage the critical thinking, problem solving, 
and teamwork skills that are characteristic of a 21st century student. Teachers began 
instructing the content outlined in the standards in the 2011−2012 school year, and the 
standards were fully implemented by the 2013−2014 school year.

The previous state standards did not provide students with the skills they needed for 
successful futures. They were vague, repetitive, and difficult to understand. The ELA 
standards were described as some of the worst in the nation. On the U.S. Chamber of 
Commerce 2007 Leaders and Laggards report, Mississippi’s education system received 
an F for postsecondary and workforce readiness and for academic achievement, and 
the previous state standards received a C in rigor. In 2012, 55% of first-year students 
at Mississippi state universities had to enroll in a remedial math course and 19% in a 
remedial English course because they lacked the skills needed to successfully complete 
college-level work. 

With the adoption of higher standards, Mississippi is one step closer to ensuring that 
students will have the opportunity to reach their full potential. Job outlooks indicate that 
by 2020, 57% of jobs in Mississippi will require a postsecondary credential. However, only 
32% of adults in the state currently have such a credential, resulting in a 25% skills gap. 
Higher standards are essential to helping close this gap.

A BIG WIN FOR  
MISSISSIPPI   
STUDENTS
Mississippi College and Career Readiness Standards

Mississippi’s Proficiency Performance on the
 2013 Nation’s Report Card

4th  
Math

4th
Reading

8th  
Math

8th  
Reading

Proficiency 25% 21% 21% 20% 

Rank 
Among 
States

50th 48th 49th 50th
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Better Standards Deserve 
Better Assessments
The next phase of this work is to implement an improved 
test that is more meaningful to students, teachers, and 
parents in determining which skills a student has or 
has not mastered. We need a test that can measure 
the critical thinking and problem solving skills that our 
students need in order to succeed. Existing state tests 
cannot evaluate this level of learning, whereas improved 
assessments present an opportunity to move beyond 
“bubble tests” that simply measure rote memorization 
skills to ones that mirror the higher standards and 
provide teachers with valuable information on how 
effectively they are teaching and students are learning.

Putting better assessments in place needs to be part 
of a larger system of accountability that supports 
student achievement and holds schools accountable 
for successfully teaching the content outlined in the 
standards. At the heart of accountability is the need to 
ensure that all students across Mississippi receive the 
same high-quality education. Meaningful tests serve 
as school-wide checkups that can identify struggling 
students and schools in need of extra support so that 
interventions can be put in place. In addition, improved 
assessments can identify high-achieving students who 
require support to maintain their academic engagement 
and provide them with the resources necessary to 
continue to excel. 

For the past four years, teams of academics, testing 
experts, and teachers have been working tirelessly 
to create two new testing options aligned to these 
standards: PARCC (Partnership for Assessment of 
Readiness for College and Careers) and the Smarter 
Balanced Assessment Consortium. These two tests 
were field tested in spring 2014 in 35 states, including 
Mississippi, where students took the PARCC field test.

The tests aim to do the following:
 •  Accurately measure student progress toward 

college and career readiness.

 •  Assess a wide range of skills, including real-world 
critical thinking and writing skills.

 •  Provide real-time information on student progress 
to help guide teacher instruction and improve 
learning.

Mississippi served on the governing board of PARCC 
beginning in 2010. In early 2015, the Board of Education 
voted to withdraw from the PARCC consortium and 
begin a competitive and transparent bidding process for 
a new state assessment. The PARCC English language 
arts and math tests will still be administered in spring 
2015 to students in grades 3−8 and to high school 
students in Algebra I and English II, but the board will 
issue a request for proposals (RFP) to select a new 
assessment to be used beginning in the 2015−16 school 
year. The primary goal of the State Board of Education 
is to find a test that is cost effective, fully aligned to 
Mississippi’s standards, and includes a variety of items, 
including multiple choice, constructed response, writing, 
technology-enhanced, and performance tasks. The 
Department of Education plans to present the selected 
proposal to the Board of Education in April 2015. 

During this transition, it is important to advocate for key 
criteria that will make the state tests a strong measuring 
stick of how Mississippi students are doing on the path 
to college and careers at the state and national levels. 
As advocates, we need to ensure that our state tests 
accurately measure college and career readiness and 
have these characteristics to serve as a useful tool to 
benefit students.

A High-Quality Assessment:
 •  Is developed with input from academic and testing 

experts, as well as teachers.
 •  Is field tested and reviewed before full 

implementation.
 •  Assesses a wide range of real-world skills using a 

variety of question formats.
 •  Includes formative or interim assessments that act 

as academic checkups to make sure students are 
keeping pace.
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 •  Provides detailed and timely feedback that sends an early 
warning signal to teachers if students are struggling so that 
interventions can be put in place.

 •  Is comparable across states.

Frequently Asked Questions

1.  What is the difference between standards and 
curriculum?

 •  Standards are a set of guidelines for what students are 
expected to know and be able to do at specific points in 
their education. Standards provide the foundation for key 
components of the education system, including curricula, 
instructional materials, teacher training, and assessments.

 •  A curriculum is the course of study covering the standards. 
It is set by local school districts and includes the lesson 
plans, programs, and textbooks that teachers use to teach 
the content and skills outlined in the standards.

2.  If students are learning with different curricula, 
how can they take the same test?

 •  Although teachers use different materials and curricula, 
students still learn the same skills outlined in the standards. 
Teachers can be creative in their instruction, designing 
lessons to best reach their students and establishing a 
classroom where all students can achieve. 

3. Will the new test replace the old state test?

 •  Yes. In 2015, the PARCC test will replace the previous 
Mississippi Curriculum Tests in reading and math in 
grades 3–8 and in Algebra I and English II in high school. 
A request for proposals has been issued to select the test 
that will be given in subsequent years.

4. Will test scores impact schools and districts?

 •  School-wide test results will be used as one measure for 
school accountability. Just as we use tests as academic 
checkups for individual students, they are also checkups 
for our schools. We need to identify schools in need of 
extra support so that interventions can be put in place to 
ensure that all students across a district and in the state will 
receive a high-quality education.

The Mississippi College- and 
Career-Ready Standards:
 •  Emphasize real-world skills, like 

critical thinking and problem 
solving.

 •  Raise the bar to ensure that all 
students receive a world-class 
education.

 •  Are comparable to other states.

Better Assessments:
 •  Give us an honest, objective report 

of how our students are doing.
 •  Ensure that all students are held to 

the same expectations.
 •  Identify struggling students early 

on so that they can get the help 
they need.

 •  Identify high-achieving students to 
provide them with the resources 
necessary to continue to excel.

PARCC:
 •  A group of states working  

together to develop high-quality, 
computer-based assessments 
that measure college and career 
readiness in both math and English 
language arts.



5. How will test scores impact teachers?

 •  During the 2014−15 school year, for teachers 
of tested courses, individual student growth 
on the state test accounts for 30% of the 
evaluation, and school-wide growth counts 
for 20%. For teachers of non-tested courses, a 
comprehensive school-wide growth measure 
will constitute 50% of a teacher’s evaluation.

6. How will test scores impact students?

 •  State statute requires that third grade students 
who do not achieve proficiency on the state 
reading test will not be promoted to fourth 
grade. The state will not use the PARCC test, 
but will use an alternate measure for the 
2014−15 school year.

 •  Students need to pass end-of-course tests 
in order to graduate. If students cannot 
achieve proficiency on the state test, there 
are alternative testing options for them to 
demonstrate mastery.

7.  What kind of professional development 
did teachers receive in preparation for 
the new standards?

 •  The State Department of Education has 
made a concerted effort to train teachers 
and administrators across the state since the 
standards were adopted in 2010. The training 
continues with regional multi-day training 
sessions, summer boot camps, as well as the 
use of content specialists to provide direct 
support to school districts. 

8.  What kind of data will be collected? Will 
it be released?

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, Mississippi is required to collect 
data on the performance of schools. Aggregate 
data collected will include student test scores 
and information such as attendance, support 
services, and academic growth. The state will 
not release any personally identifiable student 
information. Only individuals who interact with 
students on a daily basis, such as teachers and 
parents, are allowed to see student-specific 
information. 

 •  Federal law protects the privacy of student 
information and education records through 
the Family Educational Rights and Privacy 

Act (FERPA). The only information that will be 
publicly available will contain aggregate data for 
schools, district, and subgroups. 

9.  How were teachers involved in the test 
development process?

 •  Mississippi teachers participated in the PARCC 
Education Leader Cadre, a group of teachers 
who met to share best practices, engage in 
reviewing PARCC state-developed instructional 
materials, and participate as active leaders in 
state and local implementation.

 •  ELA, math, and special education teachers 
were involved in operational working groups 
to review and construct test items and develop 
accommodations for students with disabilities 
and English language learners.

10.  Do students need to be computer 
literate?

 •  Students need to be familiar with computers. 
Paper and pencil versions will be available 
during the first three years of the new testing 
for schools that cannot meet the technology 
requirement.

 •  While it may take time to ensure that every 
school has the hardware necessary and meets 
the technology requirements, this is a smart 
investment. Technology is not going away. 
Ensuring that all students, regardless of 
geography or household income, have equal 
access to technology is critical to preparing 
students for a 21st century competitive 
workforce.

11. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.commoncorems.org
 •  www.mde.k12.ms.us 
 •  www.parcconline.org 
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org
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In 2014, Montana’s on-time high school graduation rate was 85%—higher than many other 
states—yet only 23% of the class of 2014 met the college-readiness benchmarks for the 
four areas tested on the ACT (English, reading, math, and science). On the 2013 Nation’s 

Report Card (also known as the National 
Assessment of Educational Progress, or 
NAEP), less than half of Montana’s 4th 
and 8th grade students demonstrated 
proficiency in reading and math. 

The state’s bar was set too low—although 
students were graduating high school, 
they did not have the skills they needed 
for success after graduation. Recognizing 
this disconnect, the State Board of 
Education adopted a set of college- and 
career-ready standards in 2011 in English language arts (ELA) and math to help ensure 
students were learning the skills most essential for college and careers.

According to a 2010 report by the Thomas B. Fordham Institute, Montana’s previous 
standards were among the worst in the nation. The ELA standards were “woefully 
deficient” and lacked benchmarks for what students should be able to achieve by the 
end of some grades; the math standards were broad and minimal, containing only eight 
standards per grade. On the U.S. Chamber of Commerce’s 2007 Leaders and Laggards 
report, Montana’s standards received a D in rigor.

With the adoption of higher standards, Montana is one step closer to ensuring that 
students have the opportunity to reach their full potential. By 2020, 63% of jobs in the state 
will require a postsecondary credential. However, only 36% of adults in Montana currently 
have such a credential, resulting in a 27% skills gap. Higher standards are essential to 
helping close this gap.

A BIG WIN FOR  
MONTANA   
STUDENTS
The Montana English Language Arts and Math Standards

Montana’s Proficiency Rates 
 on the Nation’s Report Card

Year
4th  

Math
4th

Reading
8th  

Math
8th  

Reading

2011 45% 36% 46% 42% 

2013 45% 35% 40% 40% 
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Better Standards Deserve 
Better Assessments
Teachers across Montana have been hard at work 
preparing for the standards since their adoption. It 
has been a significant undertaking involving countless 
hours of professional development, curricula alignment, 
and learning strategies to engage students more 
deeply than ever before. 

The next phase of this work is to implement an 
improved assessment that is more meaningful to 
students, teachers, and parents in determining which 
skills a student has or has not yet mastered. The state 
needs a test that can measure the critical thinking 
and problem solving skills that our students need to 
succeed—and existing state tests cannot evaluate this 
level of learning. Improved assessments present an 
opportunity to move beyond tests that simply measure 
rote memorization skills to ones that mirror the 
higher standards and provide teachers with valuable 
information on how effectively they are teaching and 
students are learning.

Putting better assessments in place needs to be part 
of a larger system of accountability that supports 
student achievement and holds schools accountable 
for successfully teaching the content outlined in the 
standards. At the heart of accountability is the need to 
ensure that all students across Montana receive a  
high-quality education. Meaningful tests serve as 
school-wide academic checkups that can identify 
struggling students and schools in need of extra 
support and interventions. In addition, improved 
assessments can identify high-achieving students 
who require support to maintain their academic 
engagement and provide them with the resources 
necessary to continue to excel.

For the past four years, teams of academics, testing 
experts, and teachers have been working tirelessly 
to create two testing options aligned to the higher 
standards: PARCC (Partnership for Assessment of 

Readiness for College and Careers) and the Smarter 
Balanced Assessment Consortium. These two testing 
systems were field tested in spring 2014 in 35 states. 
Students in Montana participated in the Smarter 
Balanced field test.

The tests aim to do the following:
 •  Accurately measure student progress toward 

college and career readiness.
 •  Assess a wide range of skills, including critical 

thinking and writing.
 •  Provide real-time information on student progress 

to help guide teacher instruction and improve 
learning.

Montana is a governing member of the Smarter 
Balanced consortium. Students in grades 3–8 and 11 
will take the Montana Smarter Assessments in ELA and 
math beginning in spring 2015. These tests include 
performance-based tasks that will challenge students 
to apply knowledge and skills to real-world problems 
that measure critical thinking, research, and analytical 
skills. The computer-adaptive tests will adjust the 
difficulty of questions throughout the assessments to 
quickly identify which skills students have mastered. 
Test results will provide a comprehensive report on 
classroom practices and student progress for teachers, 
administrators, students, and parents. The Smarter 
Balanced assessment system includes a Digital Library 
containing both formative assessments (which can 
be given to students during class to confirm their 
comprehension) and interim assessments (which can 
be given at the beginning and middle of the year to 
track progress leading up to the end-of-year summative 
assessments).

During this transition, it is important to advocate for key 
criteria that will make the state assessments a strong 
measuring stick of how Montana students are doing 
on the path to college and careers at the state and 
national levels. Leaders continue to be enthusiastic 
about the Montana Smarter Assessments because 
they meet so many of the criteria that make up a high-
quality aligned test. As advocates, we need to ensure 
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that our state tests accurately measure college and career 
readiness and have these characteristics to serve as a useful tool 
to benefit students.

A High-Quality Assessment:
 •  Is developed with input from academic and testing 

experts, as well as teachers.
 •  Is field tested and reviewed before full implementation.
 •  Assesses a wide range of real-world skills using a variety of 

question formats.
 •  Includes formative or interim assessments that act as 

academic checkups to ensure that students are keeping 
pace.

 •  Provides detailed and timely feedback that sends an early 
warning signal to teachers if students are not on track so 
that interventions can be put in place.

 •  Is comparable across states.

Frequently Asked Questions

1.  What is the difference between standards  
and curriculum?

 •  Standards are a set of guidelines for what students are 
expected to know and be able to do at specific points in 
their education. Standards provide the foundation for key 
components of the education system, including curricula, 
instructional materials, teacher training, and assessments.

 •  A curriculum is the course of study covering the standards. 
It is set by local school districts and includes the lesson 
plans, programs, and textbooks that teachers use to teach 
the content and skills outlined in the standards.

2.  If students are learning with different curricula, 
how can they take the same test?

 •  Although teachers use different materials and curricula, 
students still learn the same skills outlined in the standards. 
Teachers can be creative in their instruction, designing 
lessons to best reach their students and establishing a 
classroom where all students can achieve. 

The Montana English 
Language Arts and Math 
Standards:
 •  Are more rigorous academic 

standards that prepare all 
students for success after high 
school.

 •  Emphasize real-world skills, such 
as critical thinking and problem 
solving.

 •  Are comparable across states.

Better Assessments:
 •  Give us an honest, objective 

report of how our students are 
doing.

 •  Ensure all students are held to 
the same expectations.

 •  Identify struggling students so 
they can get the help they need.

 •  Identify high-achieving students 
to provide them with the 
resources necessary to continue 
to excel.

Smarter Balanced:
 •  A group of states working 

together to develop high-quality, 
computer-based assessments 
that measure college and career 
readiness in both math and 
English language arts.



3.  Will the new test replace the old s 
tate test?

 •  Yes. The Montana Smarter Assessments 
will replace the Montana Comprehensive 
Assessment System (MontCas) in grades 3−8 
and 11 in math and ELA in spring 2015. 

4.  Will annual test scores impact schools  
and districts?

 •  School-wide test results will be used as one 
measure for school accountability. Just as tests 
are used as academic checkups for individual 
students, they also serve as checkups for our 
schools. Districts need to identify struggling 
students and schools in need of support so that 
interventions can be put in place to ensure that 
all students across Montana receive a  
high-quality education.

5. How will test scores impact students?

 •  There are no testing requirements for 
graduation or promotion.

6.  What kind of data will be collected? Will it 
be released?

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, Montana is required to collect 
data on school performance. Aggregate data 
collected includes student test scores and 
information such as attendance, support services, 
and academic growth. The state will not release 
any personally identifiable student information. 
Only individuals who interact with students on 
a daily basis, such as teachers and parents, are 
allowed to see student-specific information. 

 •  Federal law protects the privacy of student 
information and education records through 
the Family Educational Rights and Privacy 
Act (FERPA). The only information that will be 
publicly available will contain aggregate data for 
schools, districts, and subgroups.  

7.  How were teachers involved in the test 
development process?

 •  Montana teachers participated in workgroups 
to address topics such as item development, 
formative assessment practices, leadership 
and professional learning, math assessment, 
accessibility to assessment, and technology.

8.  Do students need to be computer 
literate?

 •  Students need to be computer literate. Paper 
and pencil versions will be available during the 
first three years of testing for schools that cannot 
meet the technology requirement. 

 •  Although it may take time to ensure that 
every school has the hardware necessary and 
meets the technology requirements, this is 
a smart investment. Technology is not going 
away. Ensuring that all students, regardless of 
geography or household income, have equal 
access to technology is critical to preparing 
students for a 21st century competitive 
workforce.

9. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.smarterbalanced.org 
 •  www.opi.mt.gov/curriculum/MontCAS
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org 


