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F
or a long time, North Carolina students were led to believe that they were 
being prepared for success in college and careers. Although students were 
scoring proficient on the state assessment, the National Assessment of 

Educational Progress (NAEP, also 
known as the Nation’s Report Card) 
told a different story, as seen in the 
table. On the 2013 NAEP test, less 
than half of North Carolina students 
scored proficient on the 4th and 
8th grade math and reading tests. 
Using results from an international 
math assessment, 44% of North 
Carolina 8th grade students scored 
proficient in math compared to 
84% on the state test—a 40% 
difference. This illustrates a notable 
misrepresentation of students’ true skills.

North Carolina state assessments do not accurately measure whether our 
students are mastering the skills they need to be successful in college and 
careers. In 2012, the state’s on-time high school graduation rate was 80% and 
yet that same year, 63% of students in the North Carolina community college 
system had to enroll in a remedial course because they lacked the skills needed 
to complete college-level work. 

With the adoption of the North Carolina Career and College Ready Standards in 
2010, we began challenging our students with more rigorous tasks that focus on 
the math and English language arts skills they need most. By 2020, 63% of jobs 
in North Carolina will require a postsecondary credential. However, only 36% 
of adults in the state currently have this credential, resulting in a 27% skills gap.  
We must bridge this gap in order to secure the pipeline of talent that will attract 
and spur the growth of good jobs. By raising the bar, we can be confident that our 
students will be qualified to fill these jobs, contributing to the prosperity of our 
economy.

North Carolina’s Performance on the
Nation’s Report Card

2013  
Assessment

4th  
Math

4th
Reading

8th  
Math

8th  
Reading

Rank Among 
States

17th 28th 23rd 35th

Proficiency 45% 35% 36% 33%

A BIG WIN FOR  
NORTH CAROLINA 
STUDENTS
Next Generation Aligned Assessments
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A BIG WIN FOR 
NORTH CAROLINA STUDENTS 

Higher Standards Require 
Rigorous Assessments
The adoption of high-quality assessments aligned to the 
updated state standards is one of the most important steps 
for the future of education in North Carolina. Until then, the 
state will not achieve the full benefits of the new standards, 
including college and workforce readiness. 

Improved assessments must be part of a larger system of 
accountability that supports student achievement. These 
assessments hold 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 
North Carolina 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 to best support 
students and teachers. 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.

For the past four years, teams of academic and testing 
experts—and, most importantly, teachers—have been 
working tirelessly to create two new testing options aligned 
to the new standards: Partnership for Assessment of 
Readiness of College and Careers (PARCC) and the Smarter 
Balanced Assessment Consortium. These two tests 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 
critical thinking and writing skills; and

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

North Carolina is a member of the Smarter Balanced 
Assessment Consortium, and our teachers have played an 
integral part in the development and review of test items. 
Recently, the North Carolina State Board of Education 
organized a task force on assessments to review proposals 
from various test vendors, including Smarter Balanced. The 
taskforce will select a new test by May 15, 2015. It must then 

be approved by the state legislature before being adopted. 
The legislature will also decide when the new test will be 
administered.

During this time of transition, it is important to continue to 
advocate for a high-quality state test aligned to the standards 
for all of North Carolina’s students. We need a test that allows 
us to compare students not only within our state, but also to 
students in other states, to be confident that our students are 
performing at the same level as their peers across the nation. 

There are many test options available, but not all are high 
quality, evidence-based, or fully aligned to North Carolina 
standards. Leaders continue to be enthusiastic about the 
Smarter Balanced assessments because they include so many 
of the criteria that make up a high-quality test. We cannot 
achieve our state’s education goals until we ensure that the 
standards are reflected on the end-of-year tests. Aligned 
assessments provide professional development opportunities 
for teachers to perfect their practice, enable parents to have 
accurate information about their child’s academic growth, and 
signal to the business community that the state is dedicated 
to developing its workforce. 

What Does a High-Quality 
Assessment Look Like?
A high-quality assessment:
 •  Is fully aligned to North Carolina’s Career and College 

Ready standards;
 •  Is available online in reading, writing, and math;
 •  Is comparable across states;
 •  Is developed with input from the academic community, 

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 (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 to best 
help them.
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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 it mean if a test is aligned?

 •  A test that is aligned to the standards includes the same type 
of tasks that students are learning in the classroom. It covers 
the full range of content and levels of skills that are found in 
the standards. Quite simply, alignment is when the assessment 
reflects the skills students are learning in the classroom. 

4. Why is it so important to have an aligned 
summative test?

 •  The new standards are designed to focus on the skills students 
most need for success in college and careers. We need an 
evidence-based test that is aligned to the standards in order to 
accurately measure our students’ progress.

 •  Adopting the North Carolina Career and College Ready 
Standards signaled to the education and business community 
that the state is dedicated to ensuring the success of our 
students. Administering a test that is not fully aligned to the 
standards means we have inaccurate measures of student 
progress, and undermines our efforts to achieve our state goals. 

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

 •  Yes. The new tests will replace the end-of-grade tests in grades 
3–8 and the end-of-course tests in high school. 

Why Support the 
North Carolina Career 
and College Ready 
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 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.



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 
also serve as checkups for our schools. We need to 
identify areas of low performance so that appropriate 
interventions can be put in place to ensure that all 
students across a district and in the state receive a 
high-quality education.

7. How will the new tests affect the state  
and local required tests students already have 
to take?

 •  The North Carolina State Board of Education is 
reviewing strategies to reduce the amount of testing 
for students. The new end-of-course and end-of-grade 
tests could replace some of the existing tests, reducing 
overall testing time for students.

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

 •  Since 2011, more than 100,000 teachers received 
training on the new standards. North Carolina 
educators also developed new lessons plans, curricula, 
and units aligned to the standards.

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

 •  North Carolina teachers were involved with the 
development of assessment items and performance 
tasks in both math and English for the pilot test given 
in 2014. Our teachers will also review test items and 
performance tasks for content, bias or sensitivity, and 
accessibility.

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

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, North Carolina 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. 

11. Do students need to be computer literate?

 •  Students will 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 some time to ensure that every 
school has the hardware necessary and meets the 
technology requirements, computer-based testing 
is a smart investment. Technology is not going away. 
Ensuring that all students, regardless of geography, 
household income, or background, 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.hirestandardsnc.org
 •  www.smarterbalanced.org
 •  www.ncreadyforsuccess.com 
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org

What is Smarter Balanced?

 •  Smarter Balanced is a 
consortium of states working 
together to develop high-
quality assessments that 
measure college and career 
readiness in both math and 
English language arts.
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In 2013, North Dakota’s on-time high school graduation rate was 87%—one of the 
highest in the nation. That same year, more than two-thirds of 4th and 8th grade students 
demonstrated proficiency in reading 

and math on the North Dakota State 
Assessment (NDSA). Unfortunately, 
there was another story to be told. On 
the Nation’s Report Card, also known as 
the National Assessment of Educational 
Progress (NAEP), well under half of 
students in both grades demonstrated 
proficiency in those subjects—revealing 
that North Dakota had set its bar too low. 

Although students were graduating high 
school and reaching proficiency on the NDSA, they were not prepared for college and 
careers. In 2013, 26% of full-time college freshmen at state universities needed to take 
a remedial class because they lacked the skills for college-level work. Recognizing this 
disconnect, the North Dakota Board of Education adopted a set of college- and career-
ready standards in English language arts (ELA) and math in 2011 to help ensure students 
were learning the skills most essential for success in college and the workforce.
 
North Dakota recognized that previous state standards were unclear and contained 
vague explanations of student expectations. Additionally, high school math standards 
were missing some of the most critical material. On the U.S Chamber of Commerce’s 
2007 Leaders and Laggards report, North Dakota’s standards received a D because they 
lacked the rigor necessary to prepare students for college-level work. With the adoption 
of higher standards, North Dakota is one step closer to ensuring that students have the 
opportunity to reach their full potential.

Raising the bar now is critical. Sixty-nine percent of jobs in the state will require a 
postsecondary credential by 2020, yet only 50% of adults in North Dakota currently have 
such a credential, resulting in a 19% skills gap. Higher standards are essential to helping 
close this gap.

A BIG WIN FOR  
NORTH DAKOTA     
STUDENTS
The North Dakota Common Core State Standards 

North Dakota’s Proficiency Rates
 on the 2013 NAEP and the NDSA

Test 4th  
Math

4th
Reading

8th  
Math

8th  
Reading

NAEP 48% 34% 41% 34% 

NDSA 80% 76% 71% 75% 



A BIG WIN FOR  
NORTH DAKOTA STUDENTS
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Better Standards Deserve 
Better Assessments
Teachers across North Dakota have been hard at work 
putting these higher academic goals in place. 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 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. North Dakota needs 
a test that measures the critical-thinking and problem-
solving skills that students need to be successful. 
The existing state tests cannot evaluate this level of 
learning and clearly do not provide an accurate picture 
of student achievement. 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.

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 assessment systems were field tested this 
past spring in 35 states, including North Dakota, where 
students took 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 real-world 

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

to help guide teacher instruction and improve 
learning.

North Dakota was originally a member of both 
consortia, but left PARCC in 2013 to become a 
governing state in the Smarter Balanced consortium. 
Students in grades 3−8 and 11 will take the computer 
adaptive tests this spring in math and ELA. The Smarter 
Balanced system also comes with a suite of resources, 
including classroom activities and short formative 
assessments that allow teachers to measure progress 
throughout the year to ensure students are on track. 

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

testing experts, as well as 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 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.

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 North 
Dakota 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.
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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 North Dakota students are doing on the path to college 
and careers both 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 supporters, we need 
to not only ensure that the assessments accurately measure 
college and career readiness, but are also a useful tool to 
benefit students. 

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 establishing a 
classroom where all students can achieve. 

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

 •  Yes. The Smarter Balanced tests will replace the North 
Dakota State Assessment in both ELA and math.

North Dakota Common 
Core State Standards
 •  Are more rigorous academic 

standards that prepare all 
students for success after high 
school.

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

 •  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.

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 language arts.



4. Will annual test scores impact schools and 
districts?

 •  As a part of the No Child Left Behind Act, 
school-wide test results are 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 all 
students across North Dakota receive a high-
quality education.

5. How will test scores impact teachers?

 •  Assessment scores can show classroom 
performance and help guide teachers’ 
instruction. Scores from the assessments are not 
tied to a teacher’s employment status.  

6. How will test scores impact students?

 •  There are no testing requirements for 
graduation or promotion.

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

 •  Over the past few years, professional 
development opportunities have been offered 
across the state at the district, regional, and 
state levels. The Succeed 2020 grant and the 
Regional Education Associations have spent a 
tremendous amount of time on this—changing 
course now would be a huge step backwards 
and a waste of time already invested.

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

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, North Dakota 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?

 •  North Dakota 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 the 
standards.

10. Do students need to be computer 
literate?

 •  Students need to be computer literate. Paper 
and pencil versions will 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.

11. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.smarterbalanced.org 
 •  www.sbac.org
 •  www.dpi.state.nd.us/title1/targeted/require/

assess/
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org
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In 2014, Nebraska’s on-time high school graduation rate was 90%—one of the highest 
rates in the nation. On the 2013 Nation’s Report Card (also known as the National 
Assessment of Educational Progress, or NAEP), well under half of 4th and 8th grade 

students demonstrated proficiency 
in reading and math. In 2013, 84% of 
students in the graduating class took 
the ACT, but only 28% met the college-
readiness benchmark in all four subjects 
(English, reading, math, and science). 
Most students were graduating high 
school on-time but were not prepared 
with the skills they needed for success in 
college or careers. 

In an effort to correct this disconnect, 
the ELA standards were revised in 2014 and made more rigorous and reflective of the 
skills students need to be college and career ready. State statute requires the Nebraska 
Department of Education to update standards in all subjects every five years. Before the 
most recent revisions of the ELA standards in 2014 and the math standards in 2010, the 
U.S. Chamber of Commerce’s 2007 Leaders and Laggards report graded Nebraska’s state 
standards a D for lack of rigor and a C in postsecondary and workforce readiness. When the 
state revises the math standards in October 2015, it is imperative that they match the level 
of rigor of the revised ELA standards and focus on the skills students need for success after 
high school.

By adopting college- and career-ready standards, Nebraska will be one step closer to 
ensuring that students 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 helping close this gap.

A BIG WIN FOR  
NEBRASKA  
STUDENTS
The Nebraska Academic Standards

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

Year
4th  

Math
4th

Reading
8th  

Math
8th  

Reading

2011 39% 36% 33% 35% 

2013 45% 37% 36% 37% 



A BIG WIN FOR  
NEBRASKA STUDENTS
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Better Standards Deserve 
Better Assessments
The next phase of closing the skills gap in Nebraska 
is to implement an improved assessment aligned 
to college- and career-ready standards 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. Improved assessments 
aligned to college- and career-ready standards 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 state’s 
standards. At the heart of accountability is the need to 
ensure that all students across Nebraska 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.

The Nebraska State Accountability Test (NeSA) is 
given to students in grades 3–8 and 11 every spring 
in reading and math. A writing test is also given to 
students in grades 4, 8, and 11 in the winter. These 
online tests measure how well students are mastering 
the standards in each grade. 

As the state prepares to revise its math standards 
to match the rigor of the ELA standards, it is equally 

important that the state assessments are a strong 
measuring stick of how Nebraska students are doing 
on the path to college and careers at the state and 
national levels. 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 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 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.
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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.  How will test scores impact students?

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

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

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary Education 
Act, Nebraska 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. 

5. Do students need to be computer literate?

 •  Students need to be computer literate. Most of the NeSA 
assessments are administered online. The fourth grade 
writing test is administered with paper and pencil.

6. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.BusinessForCore.org 
 •  www.education.ne.gov/Assessment/Index.html 

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.
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In 2011, New Hampshire’s on-time 
high school graduation rate was 
87%, higher than the national 

average. However, on the most 
recent Nation’s Report Card—also 
known as the National Assessment 
of Educational Progress, or NAEP—
only about 40% to 60% of students 
in each tested grade were proficient 
in reading and math. Even though 
most New Hampshire students were 
graduating high school on time, 
many were not mastering the skills needed for success in college and careers. To remedy 
this problem, in 2010, the State Board of Education adopted a set of college- and career-
ready standards in English language arts and math to ensure students were learning 
these critical skills.

New Hampshire’s previous standards, developed in collaboration with other New 
England states in the early 2000s, did not take advantage of modern research on college 
and career readiness. On the U.S Chamber of Commerce 2007 Leaders and Laggards 
report, the standards received a ‘D’ because they lacked rigor. Now, New Hampshire’s 
College and Career Ready Standards prioritize the most important skills and content and 
provide the opportunity for a deeper level of understanding. 

With the adoption of higher standards, New Hampshire is one step closer to helping 
ensure that students will have the opportunity to reach their full potential. By 2018, 
there will be more than 200,000 job openings in New Hampshire due to newly created 
positions and retirements, 64% of which will require education beyond high school. On 
the last census, only 46% of the state’s working-age population held a two- or four-year 
degree, resulting in a 17% skills gap. By raising the bar, we can be confident that more of 
our students will successfully compete for these jobs, pursue a rewarding career in New 
Hampshire, and contribute to the growth of our economy.

New Hampshire’s Proficiency Results on the
 Nation’s Report Card

Year 4th  
Math

4th
Reading

8th  
Math

8th  
Reading

2011 57% 43% 44% 40% 

2013 59% 45% 47% 46% 

A BIG WIN FOR  
NEW HAMPSHIRE 
STUDENTS
New Hampshire College and Career Ready Standards



A BIG WIN FOR  
NEW HAMPSHIRE STUDENTS

2

Better Standards Deserve 
Better Assessments
Teachers across New Hampshire have been hard at 
work putting these higher academic goals in place. 
Many have committed extensive personal time to 
understanding the standards. Over the past four 
years, teachers have attended hours of training and 
collaboration to develop aligned curricula and lesson 
plans that engage students more deeply than ever 
before. 

The next phase of this work is to implement an 
improved test in New Hampshire that is more 
meaningful to students, teachers, and parents in 
determining which vital skills a student has or has not 
yet mastered. We need a test that can measure 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 current state tests cannot evaluate 
this level of learning, improved assessments present 
the opportunity to move beyond rote memorization 
and “bubble tests” to assess a deeper level of learning.

What Does a High-Quality 
Assessment Look Like?
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.

 •  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.

 •  Is comparable across states.

The testing system offered by the Smarter Balanced 
Assessment consortium meets the criteria of a 
high-quality assessment. After much research, New 
Hampshire signed on as a governing member of the 
consortium in 2010. Through this membership, a team 
of academics, testing experts, and teachers has been 
working tirelessly for the past four years to create a 
testing option aligned to higher standards. The annual 
assessment was first piloted in 30 New Hampshire 
schools in 2013 and field-tested this past spring by 
schools in many states, including 99 in New Hampshire. 

The tests will replace the New England Common 
Assessment Program (NECAP) for students in grades 
3–8 and 11 in math, reading, and writing this spring. 
They go beyond multiple-choice assessments of the 
past by engaging students in test items that more 
closely reflect the learning that takes place in the 
classroom. This comprehensive assessment system not 
only includes end-of-year tests, but also interim tests 
and formative materials that can be used at various 
points throughout the year. These serve as academic 
checkups and give teachers the opportunity to provide 
interventions and additional challenges for students 
who need it. In addition, improved assessments can 
identify high-achieving students who require support 
to maintain their academic engagement and provide 
the resources necessary to continue to help them excel. 
Comprehensive end-of-year reports will provide teachers 
and parents with a detailed snapshot of progress to 
indicate how well students are mastering skills. 

During this time of transition, it is important to ensure 
that New Hampshire’s assessment system provides 
a reliable measure of how students are doing on the 
path to college and careers. Policymakers, teachers, 
and school officials continue to be enthusiastic about 
the Smarter Balanced assessments because they meet 
so many of the criteria that makes up a high-quality 
aligned test. As advocates, we need to ensure that the 
state tests not only accurately measure college and 
career readiness, but also possess these characteristics 
to serve as 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 that set expectiations of 
student skill at specific points in their education. Standards 
provide the foundation 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 help them succeed. 

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

 •  The Smarter Balanced tests will replace the NECAP in math, 
reading, and writing in grades 3–8 and 11.

4. How will annual test scores impact schools  
and districts?

 •  Eventually, school-wide test results will be used as one way to 
measure school progress. Just as we use tests as academic 
checkups for individual students, they are used as checkups on 
our schools. Districts need to identify areas of low performance 
so that interventions can be put in place to ensure all students 
across New Hampshire receive a high-quality education.

5. How will test scores impact teachers?

 •  Teachers will use the test scores as feedback on how effective 
their curricula and lesson plans are at instructing the new 
standards. In the first years, assessment results will serve 
primarily as a new, more realistic baseline against which to 
measure future progress. The benefit of the new standards will 
become apparent as they mature and incoming students have 
progressed through standards-based classrooms.

 •  New Hampshire’s Model Educator Support & Evaluation System 
recommends, but does not require, that districts use multiple 
measures of student performance as 20% of the teacher 

Why support the New 
Hampshire College and 
Career Ready 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.

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.



evaluation. Most districts use the New Hampshire 
model as the starting point for their evaluation policies, 
but they are free to set their own policies.

 •  The New Hampshire model uses a student growth 
model in teacher evaluations, which measures progress 
from one testing point to the next. A baseline score 
needs to be collected to measure growth so teacher 
evaluations are unlikely to include test scores until 
2017. This will also allow time for students and teachers 
to adjust.

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

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, New Hampshire is required to collect 
data on the performance of schools. 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. 

 •  New Hampshire makes its own policies on the 
collection, storage, and use of student data according 
to state privacy laws, which are considered among 
the toughest in the country. The Smarter Balanced 
consortium must adhere to all state and federal laws 
pertaining to the collection and storage of such data.

7.  What are the benefits of collecting student 
performance data?

 •  Collecting and analyzing data on student performance 
provides a comprehensive measure of student 
progress. The Smarter Balanced reports provide 
detailed information about different competencies 
(areas of content and skills) in which student learning 
occurs. This helps to pinpoint curriculum strengths 
and weaknesses and allow teachers to tailor their 
instruction to student needs, while providing parents 
feedback on the progress their children are making. 

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

 •  New Hampshire teachers were involved in the Smarter 
Balanced consortium through labs, discussions, the 
development of more than 20,000 test questions, 
and a preliminary pilot test last year. Teachers also 
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.

9. How long will the tests take?

 •  It is estimated that the Smarter Balanced assessments 
will take between 4−4.5 hours for math and 3−4 hours 
for English language arts. This is significantly less 
time than the NECAP language arts test, which took 
between 6−7 hours to complete, and still comparable 
to the math test, which took between 3−4.5 hours to 
complete. 

 •  These tests are of much higher quality, so the time 
invested will provide parents and teachers with more 
detailed and useful information on student progress 
than ever before. 

 •  On average, students currently spend more time on 
district benchmark assessments than state tests. Since 
the Smarter Balanced 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 will 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.

 •  There are many benefits to computer-based tests. 
The Smarter Balanced tests are computer-adaptive, 
adjusting to a student’s demonstrated level of 
understanding by basing the difficulty of future 
questions on previous answers, which allows for a more 
precise measure of student achievement. 

11. Will schools be able to meet the 
technology requirements of the assessments?

 •  In an informal survey conducted by the New 
Hampshire Department of Education, virtually all 
schools reported that they have the technology and 
bandwidth necessary to administer the Smarter 
Balanced assessments.

 •  While it may take some time to ensure that every 
school can flawlessly administer online assessments 
to large groups of 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 competitive workforce.

12. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.smarterbalanced.org
 •  www.education.nh.gov/instruction/assessment
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org
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In 2014, New Jersey’s on-time high school graduation rate was 88%—higher than many 
other states. On the 2013 New Jersey Assessment of Skills and Knowledge (NJASK), 
more than two-thirds of 4th and 

8th grade students demonstrated 
proficiency in math and reading, with 
the exception of 4th grade reading. 
Unfortunately, the Nation’s Report Card, 
also known as the National Assessment 
of Educational Progress (NAEP), told 
a different story—less than half of 4th 
and 8th grade students demonstrated 
proficiency in both subjects. The box at 
right illustrates the differences between 
the two tests’ results.

In 2010, 32% of students at state colleges and universities had to enroll in at least one 
remedial class because they lacked the skills to successfully complete college-level 
classes. At community colleges, 70% of students required at least one remedial course. 
Although students were achieving proficiency in the classroom and graduating high 
school, they were not ready for success after graduation. In 2010, the New Jersey State 
Board of Education adopted a set of college- and career-ready standards in English 
language arts (ELA) and math to prepare students for success in college and the 
workforce.

New Jersey’s previous state standards were rigorous in comparison to other states, 
but still needed improvement. According to a 2010 report by the Thomas B. Fordham 
Institute, some of the standards did not include clear, measurable objectives, and the ELA 
standards were missing up to 35% of the most essential content. In the U.S. Chamber of 
Commerce’s 2007 Leaders and Laggards report, the state standards received a C in rigor. 

With the adoption of higher standards, New Jersey is one step closer to ensuring that 
students will have the opportunity to reach their full potential. By 2020, 66% of jobs in 
New Jersey will require a postsecondary credential. However, only 46% of adults in the 
state currently have such a credential, resulting in a 20% skills gap. Higher standards are 
essential to helping close this gap.

A BIG WIN FOR  
NEW JERSEY  
STUDENTS
Common Core State Standards 

New Jersey Proficiency Performance on the 
NJASK and The Nation’s Report Card

Assessment
4th  

Math
4th

Reading
8th  

Math
8th  

Reading

NJASK 78% 59% 70% 82% 

NAEP 49% 42% 49% 46% 
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Better Standards Deserve 
Better Assessments
Teachers across New Jersey 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 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 New Jersey 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 across the nation 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 New Jersey, 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.

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

New Jersey is a governing member of PARCC. In 
spring 2015, these assessments will be administered 
to students in grades 3–8 and 11 in math and ELA. 
They will replace the existing New Jersey Assessment 
of Skills and Knowledge (NJASK) and the High School 
Proficiency Assessment (HSPA). These high-quality 
assessments require students to apply critical thinking, 
problem solving, and analytical skills to solve multi-
step, complex questions. They will give a deeper 
understanding of how well students are mastering 
the skills they need at every grade level to succeed 
in college and careers. The PARCC assessments 
were designed to provide teachers and parents with 
valuable, actionable information that can be used 
to guide instruction and ensure that students are 
keeping pace.

During this transition, it is important to advocate for key 
criteria that will make the state test a strong measuring 
stick of how New Jersey students are doing on the path 
to college and careers at the state and national levels. 
There is a large-scale movement in New Jersey aimed 
at encouraging students to opt out of the PARCC 
assessments. This effort has been fueled by many of 
the common misconceptions surrounding the PARCC 
assessments. Despite this, leaders continue to be 
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enthusiastic about the PARCC assessments because they include 
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 benefits 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. 

Frequently Asked Questions

1.  How are the PARCC assessments different from 
previous state assessments?

 •  The PARCC assessments are aligned to the Common Core 
State Standards, so they measure the real-world critical 
thinking and analytical skills students need to be successful 
in today’s economy. The NJASK and HSPA tests could not 
evaluate this level of thinking.

 •  Since colleges and employers expect students to be 
able to think critically and solve problems, the PARCC 
assessments reflect these skills. Test questions require 
students to do more than simply identify the correct 
answer. Now, students spend time reading closely, 
analyzing texts, and applying mathematical skills and 
concepts.

The Common Core State 
Standards:
 •  Outline the skills and information 

that students need to master in 
every grade to graduate ready 
for college or a career.

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

 •  Help parents and teacher know 
how their students compare to 
those throughout the state and 
across the nation.

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.



2.  Did the federal government create the 
PARCC assessments?

 •  No. The PARCC assessments were created by a 
consortium of states that gathered educators, 
academics, and testing experts to develop high-
quality assessments aligned to the Common 
Core State Standards. Since states worked 
together, this resulted in a reduced cost to 
individual states. 

 •  The federal government supported PARCC, 
but played no role in the development of the 
consortium or the assessments.

3.  How much do the PARCC assessments cost?

 •  The PARCC assessment will cost $29.50 per 
student. This is significantly less than what New 
Jersey spent per student on the previous state 
assessments. This is also a very small fraction of 
the per-pupil taxpayer dollars spent every year. 
It is a worthwhile investment since the PARCC 
assessments can be used to measure student 
progress and improve learning.

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

 •  Yes. Beginning in spring 2015, the PARCC 
assessments will replace the NJASK in grades 
3–8 and the HSPA in grade 11.

5.  How will 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 are used as checkups for schools. 
Districts need to identify low performing schools 
so that interventions can be put in place to 
ensure all students across New Jersey will 
receive a high-quality education.

6. How will test scores impact students?

 •  Scores from the PARCC assessments will not 
be used to determine student placement or 
graduation eligibility until 2019. 

 •  Score reports will provide teachers with better 
information about specific areas of students’ 
strengths and comprehension so teachers can 
implement additional supports or challenges, 
resulting in a more individualized learning for 
students.

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

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, New Jersey 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.  Do students need to be computer 
literate?

 •  Students need to be computer literate. School 
districts across the state have provided training 
sessions and practice tests for students to 
ensure they are familiar with the technology and 
are prepared for the assessment. 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—both 
the ACT and SAT exams will be progressing 
to computer-based formats as well. 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.bestfootforwardnj.org
 •  www.state.nj.us/education/sca/parcc
 •  www.parcconline.org 
 •  www.businessforcore.org 
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For the last decade, New Mexico has had one of the lowest graduation rates in the 
nation, reaching only 70% in 2013. That same year, on the Nation’s Report Card (also 
known as the National Assessment of Educational Progress, or NAEP), less than a 

third of 4th and 8th grade students 
demonstrated proficiency in reading and 
math. Fifty-one percent of New Mexico’s 
2013 graduates who pursued higher 
education had to take a remedial class 
because they lacked the skills needed 
for college-level work. To address these 
troubling statistics, 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 learning the skills 
most essential for successful futures.

The previous state standards did not adequately provide students with the skills they 
needed for successful futures. According to a report by the Thomas B. Fordham Institute, 
the ELA standards were rigorous and clear at the high school level, but were vague and 
repetitive from kindergarten through 8th grade, and did not provide students with the skills 
they needed for high school. The math standards were excessive (containing as many as 60 
standards per grade level) and did not prioritize the most important content. On the U.S. 
Chamber of Commerce’s 2007 Leaders and Laggards report, the standards received a C in 
rigor and New Mexico’s schools received an F in postsecondary workforce readiness and 
academic achievement. 

With the adoption of higher standards, New Mexico is one step closer to ensuring that 
students will have the opportunity to reach their full potential. By 2020, 61% of jobs in New 
Mexico will require a postsecondary credential. However, only 29% of adults in the state 
currently have such a credential, resulting in a 32% skills gap. Higher standards are essential 
to helping close this gap.

A BIG WIN FOR  
NEW MEXICO  
STUDENTS
New Mexico Common Core State Standards 

New Mexico’s Proficiency Performance
 on the Nation’s Report Card

Year
4th  

Math
4th

Reading
8th  

Math
8th  

Reading

2011 30% 21% 24% 22% 

2013 31% 21% 23% 22% 
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Better Standards Deserve 
Better Assessments
Teachers across New Mexico 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 aligned 
tests that are 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. Our existing state 
tests cannot evaluate this level of learning. 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 New Mexico 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: Partnership for Assessment of Readiness 
for College and Careers (PARCC) and the Smarter 
Balanced Assessment Consortium. These two tests 
were field tested in spring 2014 in 35 states, including 
New Mexico, where 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 skills, including real-world 

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

to help guide teacher instruction and improve 
learning.

New Mexico has been a governing member of PARCC 
since 2010. These higher-quality, computer-based 
assessments contain a range of question formats 
including multiple choice and more complex extended 
essays. Students will write detailed explanations of how 
they solved a problem in math, and in English language 
arts, students will write essays and describe their 
ideas and reasoning. In the classroom, assignments, 
quizzes, and exams will increasingly involve computers 
and technology. Students in grades 3–11 will take the 
PARCC tests in ELA and math in spring 2015 instead of 
the previous Standards Based Assessments (SBA). 

During this transition, it is important to ensure that New 
Mexico’s 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 PARCC 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 serve as a useful tool to help 
students improve.
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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 
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 New Mexico Common 
Core State Standards
 •  Make students globally 

competitive by teaching 
standards that are used 
throughout the world.

 •  Give students the skills and 
knowledge they need to succeed 
in college or careers.

 •  Give all students access to 
the same rigorous standards, 
regardless of where they live.

 •  Clarify standards so that 
parents, teachers, and students 
understand what is expected of 
them.

 
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 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 SBA 
in English language arts and math in grades 
3–11. Students will continue to take the SBA in 
science.

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 receive a high-quality 
education.

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

 •  In spring 2013, the New Mexico Department 
of Education offered a blended model of 
professional development to teachers and 
administrators. By midyear, more than 2,500 
teachers had attended trainings. Last year, 
district and charter schools selected teams 
of teachers and administrators leading the 
Common Core transition locally to participate 
in the professional development and share the 
resources back at their school or district.

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

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, New Mexico 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?

 •  New Mexico teachers reviewed and provided 
feedback on 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.

 •  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 workforce. 

9. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.parcconline.org
 •  www.newmexicocommoncore.org/
 •  www.ped.state.nm.us/ped/NMPARCCIndex.html 
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org 
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It is no secret that Nevada students have historically performed behind their peers 
in other states. In 2014, just 70% of Nevada students graduated high school on 
time—one of the lowest rates in the 

nation. 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 
were proficient in reading and math. 
It was clear that Nevada schools were 
not preparing students with the skills 
necessary for success. In recognition of 
these longstanding trends, in 2010, the 
State Board of Education adopted a set 
of academic standards that were higher, 
clearer, and more focused on the essential skills and knowledge that students need to be 
successful in college and careers. 

Nevada’s previous standards were missing as much as 50% of content deemed essential 
by the Thomas B. Fordham Institute. In 2010, more than 50% of first-year students at 
Nevada community colleges had to enroll in a remedial class because they lacked 
the needed skills for college-level work. In the U.S. Chamber of Commerce’s 2007 
Leaders and Laggards report, Nevada received an F in academic achievement and in 
postsecondary and workforce readiness.

With the adoption of higher standards, Nevada is one step closer to ensuring that 
students will have the opportunity to reach their full potential. By 2020, 58% of jobs 
in Nevada will require a postsecondary credential. However, only 28% of adults in the 
state currently have such a credential, resulting in a 30% skills gap. Higher standards are 
essential to helping close this gap.

A BIG WIN FOR  
NEVADA  
STUDENTS
Nevada Academic Content Standards

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

Year 4th  
Math

4th
Reading

8th  
Math

8th  
Reading

2011 36% 25% 29% 26% 

2013 34% 27% 28% 30% 
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Better Standards Deserve 
Better Assessments
Teachers across Nevada 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 aligned 
assessments that are 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. 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 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 Nevada 
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 college- 
and career-ready 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 Nevada, where students participated in the 
Smarter Balanced field test.

The new 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.

Nevada has been a member of the Smarter Balanced 
consortium since 2010. The new reading and math tests 
will be given to students in grades 3–8 in spring 2015, 
and end-of-course tests will be given to high school 
students in selected courses. These higher quality 
assessments will measure college- and career-ready skills 
and provide real-time information to give teachers and 
parents a more accurate picture of student strengths and 
weaknesses.

During this transition, it is important to continue 
to advocate for key criteria that will make the state 
assessments a strong measuring stick of how Nevada 
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 include so many of the criteria that make up a high-
quality assessment system. 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.



3

 •  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. Beginning in spring 2015, the Smarter Balanced tests 
will replace the previous state tests in grades 3–8 and the 
High School Proficiency Exams in Algebra, Geometry, and 
English II.

The Nevada Academic 
Content 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 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.



4.  Will test scores impact schools and districts?

 •  School-wide test results are only one of the measures used 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 that students are on track to graduate college and career ready.

5.  How will test scores impact teachers?

 •  Student performance constitutes 50% of a teacher’s evaluation. This includes student growth 
on state assessments, but can include other measures as well. Proposed legislation would 
reduce the percentage to 40%.

6.  How will test scores impact students?

 •  Starting in the 2014−15 school year, students are no longer required to take the Nevada 
High School Proficiency Exam to graduate. As a result of a 2013 legislative change, students 
are now required to take a college readiness exam and end-of-course exams to graduate. 
For 2015, the State Board of Education selected the ACT as the college readiness exam. 

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

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary Education Act, Nevada 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?

 •  Nevada 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. The Smarter Balanced tests are computer-adaptive, 
adjusting to a student’s demonstrated level of understanding by basing the difficulty of 
upcoming questions on previous answers, which allows for a more precise measure of 
student achievement. Paper-based test versions will be available for the first three years for 
any school that has difficulty meeting the technology requirements.

 •  Our students need to be using computers regularly so that they gain the computer skills 
needed for college and the workplace. Computer-based tests are an opportunity to ensure 
that all of our schools have the technology they need not only for testing, but also for the 
use of learning tools.

10.  Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.smarterbalanced.org
 •  www.nevadaready.gov
 •  www.lvchamber.com/commoncore
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org
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B
efore adopting the New York State Common Core Learning Standards in 2010, the 
bar was set far too low for New York students. As a result, many students graduated 
high school lacking the skills they needed for success. The former state standards 

were vaguely worded and did not prioritize essential skills like critical thinking and 
reasoning. 

The results of the former standards are 
illustrated by disheartening statistics 
on New York student academic 
achievement. In 2013, 74.9% of our 
students graduated high school on 
time, but even of those graduates, 
63% did not achieve college readiness 
indicators. In 2012, 27% of students in 
the state university system had to enroll 
in at least one remedial course because 
they lacked the skills to complete 
college-level work. The Nation’s Report Card, also known as the National Assessment of 
Educational Progress (NAEP), shows that in every grade and subject, only about one-third 
of New York students are proficient. 

In 2010, the Board of Regents adopted an updated set of standards that were higher, 
clearer, and more focused on the skills that matter most for college and careers. Parents 
and teachers provided input on the standards during two public comment periods. The 
result was a set of standards unique to New York that help teachers guide instruction 
and create a more interactive classroom environment for all students. The standards help 
teachers identify gaps in student understanding so the most at-risk students can get the 
support they need. Almost 70% of New York teachers support the standards and believe 
they will continue to have a positive impact on student learning. 

By 2020, 67% of jobs in New York will require a postsecondary credential. However, only 
48% of adults in the state currently have this credential, resulting in a 19% skills gap. 
Raising the bar will allow New Yorkers to be confident that our students will be qualified 
to fill these jobs, contributing to the growth of our economy.

New York’s Proficiency Rates on the 
Nation’s Report Card

Year 4th  
Math

4th
Reading

8th  
Math

8th  
Reading

2011 36% 35% 30% 35%

2013 40% 35% 32% 35%

A BIG WIN FOR  
NEW YORK  
STUDENTS
New York State Common Core Learning Standards
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Higher Standards Deserve Better 
Assesments
For more than three years, New York teachers have participated in 
professional development on the standards, and more than half of the 
teachers in the state have served on local standards committees. It has been 
a significant undertaking involving countless hours of training, curricula 
development, and learning strategies to engage students in their learning. 

Now that there are stronger standards in place, New York needs a test that 
can identify the skills students have mastered and where they need more 
support so the necessary interventions can be put in place. On average, 
students currently spend more time on district benchmark assessments 
than state tests. Since the new state 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.

These assessments must be part of the larger education accountability 
system, at the heart of which is the need to ensure that all students across 
New York receive the same high-quality education. New York became a 
governing member of the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for 
College and Careers (PARCC) in 2010. Since 2012, students have been 
taking revised New York State Regents exams that are aligned to the 
Common Core standards and follow the PARCC model framework. Schools 
will continue to administer these revised exams this spring in 4th and 8th 
grade math and English language arts. The Board of Regents has not yet 
determined if they will administer the PARCC assessments in the future; if 
they are not used, the Board stated that the selected assessment will still 
follow the PARCC framework.

The improved tests will offer a more accurate indication of students’ progress 
than before. There has been some controversy as early results of the aligned 
tests showed drops in student scores, but they are heading in the right 
direction—and provide a more accurate picture of how are students are 
performing. On last year’s math test, proficiency increased more than 5% from 
2013 and held steady in reading. As students and teachers become more 
familiar with the standards, these scores are sure to continue improving.

It is important to advocate for the criteria that will make our test a great 
measuring stick of how our students are performing both at the state and 
national level. Leaders continue to be enthusiastic about the improved 
assessments because they include many of the criteria that make up a 
high-quality test and result in better quality instruction for all students. As 
advocates, we need to ensure that our state test—and any future revision—
not only accurately measures real-world skills, but also possess these 
characteristics that will make it a useful tool to help students improve. 

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.

 •  The PARCC 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.
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What Does a High-Quality 
Assessment Look Like?
A high-quality assessment:

 •  Is developed with input from both content specialists and 
test experts, as well as teachers;

 •  Is fully aligned to the standards;
 •  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 
interventions can be put in place; and

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

Frequently Asked Questions
1. 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 
also served as members of the Education Leader Cadres 
that meet to share best practices, review PARCC state-
developed instructional materials, and become active 
leaders in state and local implementation.

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

 •  Over the past few years, thousands of teachers attended 
Network Team Institute training sessions throughout the 
state and accessed the content on the EngageNY teacher 
webpage. Expert teachers from the Institute teamed up 
with districts and schools to build the capacity of New 
York educators to implement the standards.

Why Support the New 
York State Common Core 
Learning Standards?

 •  They are consistent, high-
quality standards for all of New 
York’s students.

 •  They help give all students an 
equal shot at success.

 •  They focus on real-world 
skills like critical thinking and 
problem-solving.

 

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.



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

 •  The only information that will be publicly 
available will contain school-based aggregate 
data for schools, districts, and subgroups. 
Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, New York 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). 

4. How will test scores impact teachers?

 •  Since the 2012−2013 school year, student 
learning objectives, which include student test 
scores, have been used as a portion of a teacher’s 
evaluation. However, this only counts for 20% of a 
teacher’s total evaluation score. 

5. 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 also serve as checkups on our 
schools. We need to identify areas of low 
performance so that interventions can be put in 
place to help all students receive a high-quality 
education.

6. Will the tests take longer?

 •  No matter what test is chosen, there is a good 
chance it will take longer. 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. The time will be spent reading complex 
text, writing essays, and explaining reasoning, 
which are essential skills to master and practice.

 •  The PARCC assessments are estimated to take 
between 9 to 11 hours for both the performance-
based task and the end-of-year piece. This is split 
into nine different testing sessions. As students 
get older, testing time increases.

7. Do students need to be computer literate?

 •  Students will 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, regardless of 
geography or household income, have equal 
access to technology is critical to preparing 
students for a 21st century competitive workforce.

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

 •  Yes. The new assessments will be aligned to 
the new standards and replace the old Regents 
exams.

9. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.parcconline.org
 •  www.engageny.org
 •  www.p12.nysed.gov/assessment 
 • www.BusinessForCore.org
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In 2010, the Ohio State Board of Education adopted a new set of college- and career-
ready standards to ensure that our children are prepared for success in college, careers, 
and life. These standards are more challenging and establish clear expectations for what 

students should know and be able to do by the time they graduate from high school. 

Prior to adopting Ohio’s New Learning Standards, the state’s academic standards were 
not sufficient to prepare our students for success. The previous standards received a D 
on the U.S. Chamber of Commerce’s 
2007 Leaders and Laggards report for 
lack of rigor and a C in college and 
workforce preparation. Ohio’s standards 
at that time were too broad and vague, 
and didn’t prioritize the skills most 
important for students. According to the 
Fordham Institute, the English language 
arts standards were missing 35% of 
the most critical reading and writing 
skills. Although 70% to 80% of Ohio’s 
fourth and eighth grade students were 
proficient on the Ohio Achievement Assessment in both math and reading, less than half 
reached proficiency on the Nation’s Report Card (also known as the National Assessment 
of Educational Progress, or NAEP) in the same years, as seen in the table above. This lack 
of preparedness follows students after they graduate from high school. In 2012, 40% of 
full-time freshmen enrolled at Ohio public universities had to take a remedial reading or 
math course because they lacked the skills to complete college-level work.1

Thanks to the more challenging New Learning Standards, Ohioans are one step closer 
to ensuring that students will have the opportunity to reach their full potential. By 2020, 
59% of jobs in Ohio will require a postsecondary credential. However, only 36% of adults 
in the state currently have this credential, resulting in a 23% skills gap. By raising the bar, 
we can be confident that Ohio students will be prepared to fill these jobs and contribute 
to the growth of our economy. In an increasingly competitive global marketplace, Ohio 
has set its new standards at a level to help ensure our students succeed after high school, 
whatever path they choose.

1.   Ohio Board of Regents. 2013 Status of Ohio Graduates Remediation Report by District, December 2013. 
https://www.ohiohighered.org/sites/ohiohighered.org/files/uploads/data/hs_transition/--2013-Ohio-
Remediation-Report.pdf.

Ohio’s Proficiency Results on the  
Nation’s Report Card (NAEP)

Year 4th  
Math

4th
Reading

8th  
Math

8th  
Reading

2011 45% 34% 39% 37% 

2013 48% 37% 40% 39% 

A BIG WIN FOR  
OHIO STUDENTS
Ohio’s New Learning Standards
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Better Standards Deserve 
Better Assessments
For the last four years, teachers across Ohio have 
been hard at work implementing these standards. It 
has been a significant undertaking involving countless 
hours of professional development to align curricula, 
instructional materials, and learning strategies to 
engage students more deeply in the classroom.

The next phase of this work is to implement an 
improved test in Ohio that is more meaningful to 
students, teachers, and parents in determining which 
skills a student has or has not mastered in order to 
be prepared to succeed. We need a test that can 
measure 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—and truly measure if a student 
is able to apply what they have learned. Our existing 
state tests cannot evaluate this level of learning, and 
improved assessments present an opportunity to 
move beyond “bubble tests” that simply measure rote 
memorization skills. 

Improved assessments 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 Ohio 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 to better 
support students and teachers. In addition, improved 
assessments can identify high-achieving students 
who require support to maintain their academic 
engagement and provide them with the resources they 
need to continue to excel.

During this time of transition, it is important to 
advocate for the key criteria that will make Ohio’s 
test a strong measuring stick of how our students are 
doing on the path to college and careers. The updated 
state test should not only accurately measure college 
and career readiness, but it should also possess the 
requisite elements of a quality, aligned assessment 
system to make it a useful tool.

What Does a High-Quality 
Assessment System Look Like?
A high-quality assessment system:

 •   Is a comprehensive testing system consisting of a 
summative state test that can be paired with local 
formative or interim tests.

 •   Uses only tests that are developed with input 
from and reviewed by academic and testing 
experts, and—most importantly—teachers.

 •   Is piloted and field-tested before full 
implementation.

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

 •   Provides detailed, timely, and easy-to-understand 
feedback that can be used as an early warning 
signal so that effective interventions can be put in 
place to benefit students and teachers.

 •   Is comparable to other states’ assessment 
systems so that students who move from one 
state to another are held to the same standards 
of performance and have a smooth transition.
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Frequently Asked Questions
1. Why do we have state tests?

 •  State tests are part of a larger system of accountability 
that supports student achievement and holds our schools 
accountable for preparing students for the future. We need 
state tests to serve as school- and district-wide academic 
checkups to identify achievement gaps early on so interventions 
can be put in place, ensuring all of our students receive a high-
quality education.

2. 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.

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

 •  Although teachers use different materials and curricula, 
students are still learning the same skills outlined in the 
standards. Teachers determine how best to teach their students. 
Because the updated tests prioritize assessing skills over rote 
memorization, teachers can be creative in their lessons while 
still addressing the standards and preparing students for the 
test. 

4. What is the current situation around testing both 
nationally and in Ohio?

 •  In 2010, the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness 
for College and Careers (PARCC) and Smarter Balanced 
Assessment Consortium were created by multi-state consortia. 
These groups are working to create two aligned testing options 
that aim to accurately measure students’ progress toward 
college and career readiness, assess a wide range of skills, and 
provide useful information to improve student learning. The 
tests were field-tested this past spring in 35 states (including 
Ohio) and Washington, D.C.  

Why Support Ohio’s New 
Learning Standards?

 •  They are more challenging 
than Ohio’s old standards and 
will better prepare our students 
for success. 

 •  They focus on critical thinking, 
problem-solving, and writing 
skills that were missing from 
our previous standards. 

 •  They provide clarity to teachers 
by identifying the critical skills 
and essential knowledge 
students need to master. 

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.



 •  Ohio has been a member of PARCC since 2011. 
PARCC is a consortium of states working together to 
create updated computer-based assessments that will 
measure whether a student is on track to graduate high 
school prepared for college and the workforce. 

 •  There is proposed legislation (H.B. 597) to repeal the 
standards, which could threaten the use of the aligned 
assessments as well.

5. What test will replace Ohio’s existing 
assessments?

 •  PARCC replaces the Ohio Achievement Assessment 
for grades 4–8 in math and ELA and for grade 3 in 
math only. Third graders will continue to take the Ohio 
Achievement Assessment in reading.

6. How will test scores impact teachers in 
Ohio?

 •  Student performance measures (which include state 
test scores if a teacher instructs a course that requires 
testing, such as math) will count for 42.5% of a teacher’s 
evaluation this school year and are only one piece of 
the total evaluation. Teacher observations and other 
subjective measures (such as surveys and portfolios) 
are also used. Beginning next school year (2015−2016), 
districts will choose the weight of student performance 
measures, which can range from 42.5% to 50%. 

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

 •  Teachers began receiving training on the new 
standards and assessments in 2011. Ohio had a 
group of education leaders that worked with the 
state department of education to provide support as 
they transitioned to the standards. Teams of teachers 
then gathered to develop instructional strategies and 
resources aligned to the standards. All of the materials 
developed became available on the Ohio Department 
of Education website to be used as a guideline for 
other teachers across the state. 

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

 •  The federal government can only collect aggregate‐
level student data, and the state is prohibited from 
reporting information that would make it possible 
to identify an individual student. By Ohio law, any 
information linking students to their educational 
data cannot be shared or released to anyone without 
parental consent. Ohio has some of the most stringent 
student data protection laws in the country (which were 
reaffirmed in H.B. 487). Ohio’s New Learning Standards 
do not change how the data is collected or shared.

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

 •  As members of the Education Leader Cadre, Ohio 
teachers spent a total of 50,000 hours developing 
and reviewing PARCC test items and reading 
passages. They also reviewed PARCC state-developed 
instructional materials and have become active leaders 
in state and local implementation.

10. Why will the new test take longer than the 
previous state test?

 •  The new assessments measure higher level skills, so 
they involve multi-step tasks that take students longer to 
complete. On average, students currently spend more 
time on local or district benchmark assessments than 
state tests. Since the new tests assess a wider range 
of skills and provide better information, they have the 
potential to eliminate some local assessments, reducing 
the overall time students spend testing.

 •  These tests are of much higher quality, so the time 
invested will provide parents and educators with 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 practice.

11. Do students need to be computer literate?

 •  Our students need to be engaging with technology 
regularly in the classroom so they gain the technology 
skills necessary for college and the workplace. 
Computer-based tests are an opportunity to ensure all 
of our schools have appropriate internet capabilities 
not only for testing, but also for technology-based 
learning tools. 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.

 •  Paper-based tests will be available for schools that are 
not yet ready for the technology, but the goal is for all 
students to benefit from computer-enhanced features. 

 •  Other assessments are following suit to transition to 
computer-based tests. For example, in spring 2015 the 
ACT will launch their digital test version and NAEP will 
follow in 2017.

12. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.education.ohio.gov/Topics/Testing 
 •  www.education.ohio.gov/Topics/Ohio-s-New-Learning-

Standards
 •  www.parcconline.org
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org
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In 2014, Oklahoma’s on-time high school graduation rate was 85%—higher than 
many other states. Unfortunately, there was another story to be told. On the most 
recent Nation’s Report Card, also 

known as the National Assessment 
of Educational Progress (NAEP), less 
than a third of 4th and 8th grade 
students demonstrated proficiency in 
reading and math (with the exception 
of 4th grade math). That same year, 
only 23% of Oklahoma students met 
the college-readiness benchmarks 
in the four subject areas tested on 
the ACT (English, reading, math, and 
science). Currently, 40% of freshmen 
entering Oklahoma state institutions have to take a remedial course because 
they lack the skills necessary for college-level work. Clearly, students were not 
graduating from high school with the skills they needed for success in college  
and careers. 

To address this disconnect, the Oklahoma Board of Education adopted the 
Common Core State Standards in math and English language arts (ELA) in 2010. 
However, the state legislature repealed these standards in June 2014, abandoning 
the hours of hard work that Oklahoma teachers had spent learning and 
implementing the standards in their classrooms. The state reverted to the previous 
standards, the Priority Academic Student Skills (PASS), for the 2014−15 school 
year. The PASS standards were not validated as college and career ready by the 
State Regents for Higher Education, the coordinating board of Oklahoma’s twenty-
five colleges and universities. Since their validation is needed to receive a waiver 
from No Child Left Behind Act requirements, Oklahoma’s waiver was revoked. In 
October 2014, the Regents validated the PASS standards in order for the state to 
continue receiving the waiver. The U.S. Chamber of Commerce’s 2014 Leaders and 
Laggards report graded the PASS standards a D in postsecondary and workforce 
readiness. By reverting to the PASS standards, the state had taken a step backward 
in preparing its students for college and the workforce.

A BIG WIN FOR  
OKLAHOMA  
STUDENTS
The Oklahoma Priority Academic Student Skills 

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

Year
4th  

Math
4th

Reading
8th  

Math
8th  

Reading

2011 33% 27% 27% 27% 

2013 36% 30% 25% 29% 



A BIG WIN FOR  
OKLAHOMA STUDENTS
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Now is not the time for Oklahoma to turn its 
back on higher standards. By 2020, 59% of 
jobs in Oklahoma will require a postsecondary 
credential. However, only 30% of adults currently 
have such a credential, resulting in a 29% skills 
gap. Higher standards are essential to helping 
close this gap and ensuring that Oklahoma 
employers can hire Oklahoma graduates. The 
state needs a set of standards that focus on the 
real-world critical thinking and problem solving 
skills that will benefit students as they transition 
from high school to college or careers. The PASS 
standards simply do not achieve this goal.

The Need for Better 
Assessments

To measure how well students are making progress, 
states must have high-quality assessments that 
are fully aligned to their standards. Improved 
assessments present an opportunity to 
move beyond tests that simply measure rote 
memorization skills to ones that 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 Oklahoma 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.

The Oklahoma Core 
Curriculum Test

The Oklahoma Core Curriculum Test (OCCT) is 
administered to students in grades 3–8 every 
spring. Students in high school take end-of-
instruction tests in Algebra 1 and 2, Geometry, 
English 2 and 3, Biology 1, and U.S. History. 
Unlike the next-generation tests that are being 
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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.

implemented in states across the nation, the OCCT 
does not go beyond multiple choice questions. Multiple 
choice questions allow for random guesswork, and only 
require students to select the best answer. Assessments 
should require students to apply critical thinking and 
reasoning skills, and to explain their answers in writing, 
as they will need to do in college and the workplace. 
The OCCT, however, only assesses writing in grades 5 
and 8. While other states have incorporated technology 
into state assessments, OCCT only provides computer-
based tests in grades 6–8. 

It is important to advocate for key criteria that will make 
the state assessments a strong measuring stick of how 
Oklahoma students are doing on the path to college 
and careers at the state and national levels. The state 
test should meet the criteria that make up a high-quality 
aligned assessment. 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.

 •  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.

2. How do 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 test scores impact teachers? 

 •  State assessment scores are not used as a measure in teacher evaluations.

4.  How will test scores impact students?

 •  To earn a high school diploma, students must demonstrate proficiency on the 
Algebra 1 and English 2 exams, along with two other end-of-instruction tests in 
high school.

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

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary Education Act, Oklahoma 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. 

6. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.ok.gov/sde/office-assessmentsw
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org 
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In 2014, approximately 66% of Oregon high school graduates who enrolled in community 
college needed to take a remedial reading or math class—even with a high school 
diploma, these students were not prepared for success in postsecondary education. 

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 reading and 
math, yet that same year the Oregon 
Assessment of Knowledge and Skills 
(OAKS) reported that more than 60% of 
students in these grades demonstrated 
proficiency in both subjects. Clearly, 
there was a disconnect—although most 
students were graduating high school 
and achieving proficiency on state assessments, they were not prepared with the skills 
needed for college and careers. In 2010, the Oregon State Board of Education adopted 
the Common Core State Standards in English language arts (ELA) and math to help bridge 
what students learn in the classroom with what competencies they need to succeed in life 
after high school graduation.

According to a 2010 report by the Thomas B. Fordham Institute, Oregon’s previous 
standards were mediocre. The ELA state standards did not cover 11th and 12th grades or 
provide teachers with the guidance needed to drive instruction. The math standards were 
well-presented and easy to read, but lacked appropriate coverage of arithmetic and some 
essential content. On the U.S. Chamber of Commerce’s 2007 Leaders and Laggards report, 
Oregon’s standards received a D in rigor and the state received an F in postsecondary 
workforce readiness. The Common Core State Standards are a vast improvement and focus 
on the skills students need most.

With the adoption of higher standards, Oregon 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 36% of adults currently have 
such a credential, resulting in a 31% skills gap. Higher standards are essential to helping 
close this gap.

A BIG WIN FOR  
OREGON  
STUDENTS
The Oregon Common Core State Standards

Oregon’s Proficiency Performance
 on the 2013 Nation’s Report Card 

Assessment
4th  

Math
4th

Reading
8th  

Math
8th  

Reading

OAKS 64% 73% 63% 67% 

NAEP 40% 33% 34% 37% 



A BIG WIN FOR  
OREGON STUDENTS
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Better Standards Deserve 
Better Assessments
Teachers across Oregon 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 can 
measure the critical thinking and problem solving skills 
that the standards emphasize and that our students 
need to succeed. The OAKS assessment simply cannot 
evaluate this level of learning.

Putting better assessments in place needs to be part 
of a larger system of accountability that supports 
student achievement, holds schools accountable 
for successfully teaching the content outlined in the 
standards, and ensures that all students across Oregon 
receive a high-quality education. Meaningful tests can 
identify struggling students and schools in need of 
extra support and interventions and can identify high-
achieving students who require support to maintain 
their academic engagement. 

Oregon is a governing member of the Smarter 
Balanced Assessment Consortium. For the past 
four years, teams of academics, testing experts, and 
teachers have been working tirelessly to create an 
assessment system aligned to the higher standards. 
Teachers from more than 20 states, including Oregon, 
assisted in all phases of test development, including 
reviewing questions to be included on the assessments. 
These Smarter Balanced assessments were field tested 
in spring 2014 in 21 states including Oregon, where 
more than 24,000 students took the tests.

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.

Students in grades 3−8 and 11 will take these high-
quality computer-adaptive tests in math and ELA in 
spring 2015. There will be a variety of question types 
that require students to think critically, write, and create 
visual representations of mathematical concepts. Essay 
questions ask students to use evidence from multiple 
text sources to craft their arguments and explain 
their reasoning. Test questions will adjust the level 
of difficulty based on a student’s previous responses, 
giving a more accurate picture of which skills a student 
has mastered and helping teachers and parents ensure 
students are keeping pace. 

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 and 
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. 
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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. Students can 
learn through a variety of instructional methods and 
materials, but are still learning the same knowledge and 
skills necessary for success after high school.

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

 •  Yes. The Smarter Balanced ELA and math tests replace the 
Oregon Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (OAKS) in 
grades 3–8 and 11.

4.  Will annual test scores impact schools and 
districts?

 •  School-wide test results are used as one measure for 
school accountability. 

 •  To support educators and students in this transition, 
Oregon is currently seeking a federal ESEA waiver to 
postpone using test scores from the first year of Smarter 
Balanced as a factor in school ratings and teacher 
evaluations.

5. Will test scores impact teachers?

 •  Student learning, defined as a measure of student 
progress across two or more points in time, is one factor 
used in a teacher’s evaluation. It can be measured with 
scores on the Smarter Balanced assessments or other 
assessments. 

The Oregon Common Core 
State Standards:
 •  Are designed to prepare all 

students with the skills and 
knowledge they need for success 
after high school.

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

 •  Are comparable across states, 
with educators in more than 40 
states having had input on their 
development.

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 

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.



6. How will test scores impact students?

 •  Since 2007, Oregon graduation requirements 
have expected students to demonstrate essential 
skills—and not just take required classes—in 
order to earn a diploma. These skills include 
reading and comprehending a variety of texts, 
writing clearly and accurately, and applying math 
in a variety of settings. As Oregon transitions 
to Smarter Balanced, policymakers intend for 
most students to meet graduation requirements 
through reaching benchmark scores on the grade 
11 test. Students can also show their proficiency 
through performance on other assessments or 
by providing work samples, which are graded by 
teachers or administrators in the district that have 
been trained to score them. 

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

 •  Districts have offered professional development 
and other support services for teachers to 
implement the standards since 2010. Locally, 
teams of teachers have created curricula aligned 
to the Common Core, giving teachers access to 
high-quality instructional materials. In 2011, the 
state provided toolkits to teachers and schools 
to aid in implementing the standards, and in 
2012, teachers began receiving professional 
development. Districts also created collaborative 
teams of teachers known as “Professional 
Learning Teams” to support the implementation 
of the standards district-wide.

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

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, Oregon 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?

 •  More than 4,700 educators in Smarter Balanced 
states assisted in the test development process. 
In Oregon, teachers reviewed test questions for 
content, bias/sensitivity, and accessibility and 
helped develop resources in the Digital Library, 
an online collection of aligned resources for 
teachers as they adjust to the standards.

10.  Do students need to be computer 
literate?

 •  Yes; however, paper and pencil versions will be 
available during the first three years of testing 
for schools that cannot meet the technology 
requirement. 

 •  Schools are using computers in the classroom 
in the elementary grades to familiarize students 
with technology and to practice keyboarding 
skills. Online practice tests are available to 
students so they can practice using the test 
features.

 •  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 access to 
technology is critical to preparing students for a 
21st century workforce.

11.  What accommodations are available 
for English Language Learners (ELL) or 
students with disabilities?

 •  Since the Smarter Balanced assessments 
are administered online, they offer a variety 
of accessibility features for students who 
need them. Students will be able to access 
dictionaries, spell checkers, highlighters, 
line readers, calculators, and many other 
features. Glossaries are available in 10 different 
languages. With previous state assessments, 
accommodations such as needing to read aloud 
or use of a scribe had to be provided by school 
personnel. Now students can access all of the 
necessary accommodations within the test itself.

12. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.smarterbalanced.org 
 •  www.ode.state.or.us/search/page/?id=3298
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org 
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In 2013, the Pennsylvania State Board of Education adopted new math and English 
language arts standards that are higher, clearer, and more focused on the skills that 
matter most. These college- and career-ready standards will equip our students with the 

skills they need to graduate high school prepared for success as 21st century learners. 

Pennsylvania’s previous academic standards were not up to par, lacking nearly 50% of 
what experts consider the most essential content. In the U.S. Chamber of Commerce’s 
2007 Leaders and Laggards report, 
the old standards received a ‘D’ 
for lack of rigor. On the National 
Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP), also known as the Nation’s 
Report Card, fewer than half of 
Pennsylvania students in every 
grade were proficient in reading and 
math. Although 75% of eighth grade 
students were proficient on the state 
math test, only 40% were proficient 
on a more rigorous international math 
assessment, Trends in International Math Science Study, commonly referred to as TIMSS.

Our students were not graduating high school prepared for the future, and the results 
were costly. Approximately 40% of first-year community college students had to pay 
for and enroll in at least one remedial course, receiving no academic credit toward 
graduation. Twenty percent of freshman at state public four-year universities needed 
remediation because they lacked the skills to complete college-level work. With the 
adoption of higher standards, Pennsylvania is one step closer to ensuring that all 
students graduate high school ready for college-level work. 

These updated standards will also help strengthen the pipeline of talent into Pennsylvania 
businesses. Overall, 75% of jobs in Pennsylvania require education beyond high school. 
Twenty-five percent require at least a four-year degree, and 50% are considered “gold- 
collar jobs” that require a level of education less than a bachelor’s degree. In a survey of 
business owners, 80% agreed that a high school diploma does not provide students with 
the skills they need for the workforce. By raising the bar, Pennsylvanians can be confident 
that our students are challenged by real‐life expectations and will be qualified to meet 
employer expectations to fill the jobs of the future. 

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

Year 4th  
Math

4th
Reading

8th  
Math

8th  
Reading

2011 48% 41% 39% 38% 

2013 44% 40% 42% 42% 

A BIG WIN FOR  
PENNSYLVANIA  
STUDENTS
Pennsylvania Core Standards
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A BIG WIN FOR  
PENNSYLVANIA STUDENTS

Better Standards Deserve 
Better Assessments
Teachers across Pennsylvania have been hard at work 
implementing the standards. It has been a significant 
undertaking involving countless hours participating in 
professional development, aligning curricula and instructional 
materials, and learning strategies to engage students at a 
deeper level than ever before. 

The next phase of this work is to implement assessments in 
Pennsylvania that are more meaningful to students, teachers, 
and parents. They must measure the problem-solving and critical 
thinking skills that parents, teachers, business leaders, and higher 
education leaders know our students need to be successful. Our 
current state tests cannot evaluate this level of learning.

Putting 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 schools accountable 
for successfully teaching the content outlined in the standards. 
As taxpayers and citizens of Pennsylvania, we need to be 
confident that the funds we invest in our schools are well spent 
and provide our children with the high-quality education they 
deserve. When students need to enroll in remedial courses, 
it means that their high school diploma is not an accurate 
assurance of content mastery. This comes with substantial 
costs both to taxpayers and to the students themselves, who 
pay more tuition and are less likely to graduate. At the heart of 
accountability is the need to ensure that all students across the 
state are receiving the same high-quality education, no matter 
the district they live in or the school they attend. 

Meaningful tests serve as school-wide academic checkups 
that can identify struggling students and schools in need 
of extra support and interventions. Much like we schedule 
regular doctor appointments to identify and treat our health 
concerns, we use assessments to identify areas where 
students are struggling so we can provide them with the 
help they need to improve. Teachers are the most capable 
of identifying student weaknesses so they can turn them 
into strengths throughout the course of the school year. 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 three years, teams of academic and testing 
experts—and most importantly, teachers—have been 
working tirelessly to create testing options aligned to the 
higher standards. 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.

Pennsylvania will administer a revised Pennsylvania Core 
Standards-aligned assessment, the Pennsylvania System of 
School Assessment (PSSA), in reading and math for students 
in grades 3−8. High school students enrolled in Algebra I and 
literature will take aligned Keystone end-of-course exams. 

During this time of transition, it is important to advocate for the 
key criteria that will make our tests a strong measuring stick of 
how our students are doing on the path to college and careers 
at the state and national level. Leaders are optimistic that the 
assessments will include many of the criteria that make up a 
high-quality test and mean higher quality instruction for all 
students. As advocates, we need to ensure that our state tests 
not only accurately measure college and career readiness, but 
also possess these characteristics in order to be useful tools 
that benefit our students. 

What Does a High-Quality 
Assessment System Include?
 •   A comprehensive testing system consisting of a 

summative state assessment that can be paired with 
local formative or interim assessments;

 •   Summative and formative assessments that are 
developed with input from academic and test experts, 
as well as teachers;

 •   An assessment that is piloted and contains questions 
that are field-tested and reviewed by a team of experts 
before full implementation;

 •   A variety of question formats that assess a wide range 
of real-world skills and content knowledge;

 •   Detailed and timely feedback that is easy for parents 
and teachers to understand and discuss;

 •   Ability to serve as an early warning signal to identify 
struggling students so that effective interventions can 
be put in place; and
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 •   Comparability to other states so students who move from 
one state to another will be held to the same standards of 
performance and have a smoother transition

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.

 •  Every field in the National Football League (NFL) is the same 
length and width. No matter the location of the game, the field 
is exactly the same, and so are the rules of the game. But the 
playbook for each team is significantly different. In the world 
of education, the field and rules are the standards, while the 
different playbooks are the curricula.

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.

 •  In the NFL, coaches all play by the same consistent rules, but 
develop different strategies for success. The strategies highlight 
the strengths of the individual players, but the coaches work to 
strengthen the skills of all players so they can be successful in 
any situation. This is much like the way teachers design lessons 
to reach all students and help them overcome their weaknesses.

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

 •  Yes. This school year, newly aligned and revised PSSA and 
Keystone exams will replace the old tests that were aligned to 
the old standards.

Why Support the 
Pennsylvania Core 
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 Better 
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 early on so they can 
get the help they need and 
graduate prepared for the 
future.



4. How will 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 all students across Pennsylvania receive a 
high-quality education.

5. How will test scores impact teachers?

 •  Student achievement is one of the measures used 
in a teacher’s evaluation. Scores from standardized 
assessments cannot comprise more than 5% of a 
teacher’s total evaluation.

6. How will test scores impact students?

 •  Beginning with the Class of 2017, students must pass 
end-of-course Keystone Graduation Exams in Algebra I, 
English, and Biology in order to graduate. There is 
current proposed legislation that would make this 
requirement up to individual districts to decide.

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

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, Pennsylvania 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. 
Information which allows for identification of an 
individual student that is collected by the Department 
of Education is considered personally identifiable 
information and may not be released without parental 
consent. Only individuals who interact with students 
on a daily basis, such as teachers and parents, are 
allowed to see this 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 publicly 
available information will be aggregate data for 
schools and districts. 

 •  Pennsylvania also passed legislation reinforcing that 
the state will not collect additional data on students 
beyond what is already collected.

8. Do students need to be computer literate?

 •  Students do need to be computer literate. While it 
may take some time to ensure that every school has 
the hardware necessary and meets the technology 
requirements, computer-based assessments are 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.

 •  Paper and pencil versions of the Keystone exams will 
be available during the first three years of testing for 
schools that have trouble meeting the technology 
requirement. 

9. Why are end-of-course exams (EOCs) 
important?

 •  The idea of EOCs started under Ed Rendell’s term as 
governor. By using EOCs you can identify a problem 
early, so that teachers and parents can address it over 
the summer through additional learning opportunities. 
Teachers also begin the following school year with 
the background information they need to understand 
a student’s strengths and weaknesses so they can 
continue to help them improve. 

 •  Although there has been a lot criticism of EOCs for 
being too “high stakes,” students who do not achieve 
proficiency have many other options. They receive 
immediate remediation and are able to retake the 
section of the test with which they struggled. Students 
also have the option to complete a project that 
demonstrates their proficiency of the subject if they 
repeatedly struggle with the EOC. School districts 
also have the authority to waive the EOC graduation 
requirement for up to 10% of their students. This allows 
for local control and multiple strategies for students to 
demonstrate their proficiency in any subject area.

10. Why do we have graduation requirements? 

 •  We need to ensure that students are ready for 
postsecondary education. Successfully meeting 
graduation requirements assures our students that they 
received a high-quality education and will be prepared 
for college without having to pay for non-credit 
remedial courses.

 
11. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.pdesas.org
 •  www.pabusinesseducationpartnership.com
 •  www.pa-commoncorestandards.com
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org
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In 2013, Rhode Island’s on-time high school graduation rate was 81%—comparable 
to many other states. That same year, more than half of 4th and 8th grade students 
demonstrated proficiency in reading and math on the New England Common 

Assessment Program (NECAP). 
Unfortunately, there was another story to 
be told. The Nation’s Report Card (also 
known as the National Assessment of 
Educational Progress, or NAEP) showed 
a much lower rate of proficiency than 
the NECAP—in one instance by as much 
as 36%. On the national assessment, 
less than half of 4th and 8th graders 
demonstrated proficiency in reading  
and math. 

Although many students were graduating high school and achieving proficiency scores on 
the state assessment, they were not prepared with the skills they needed most. In 2013, 
only 39% of students who took the ACT met college-readiness benchmarks in all areas. 
Recognizing this discrepancy, the State Board of Education adopted a set of college- and 
career-ready standards in 2010 in English language arts (ELA) and math to ensure that 
students were learning the skills most essential for college and careers.

According to a 2010 report by the Thomas B. Fordham Institute, the previous state 
standards were among the worst in the nation, lacking clear priorities on the most essential 
content. In particular, the math standards were poorly organized and did not adequately 
develop arithmetic. On the U.S. Chamber of Commerce’s 2007 Leaders and Laggards 
report, the state standards received a D in rigor.

With the adoption of higher standards, Rhode Island is one step closer to helping ensure 
that students will have the opportunity to reach their full potential. By 2020, 66% of jobs 
in the state will require a postsecondary credential. However, only 43% of adults in state 
currently have such a credential, resulting in a 23% skills gap. Higher standards are essential 
to helping close this gap.

A BIG WIN FOR  
RHODE ISLAND  
STUDENTS
Rhode Island’s Common Core State Standards 

Rhode Island’s Proficiency Performance
 on the 2013 Nation’s Report Card and NECAP

Assessment
4th  

Math
4th

Reading
8th  

Math
8th  

Reading

NAEP 45% 35% 40% 40% 

NECAP 63% 71% 57% 74% 



A BIG WIN FOR  
RHODE ISLAND STUDENTS
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Better Standards Deserve 
Better Assessments
Teachers across Rhode Island 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 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 Rhode Island 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: the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness 
for College and Careers (PARCC) and the Smarter 
Balanced Assessment Consortium. These two tests 
were field tested in spring 2014 in 35 states, including 
Rhode Island, where 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 skills, including critical 

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

to help guide teacher instruction and improve 
learning.

Rhode Island is a governing member of the PARCC 
consortium. Students in grades 3−8 will take the math 
and ELA test in spring 2015. High school students 
will take the PARCC end-of-course assessments in 
Algebra I, Geometry, and English Language Arts I and 
II. These computer-based assessments will accurately 
measure how well a student is mastering the standards. 
The assessments include a variety of question types, 
including performance-based tasks, which require 
students to apply high-level skills such as critical 
thinking and analysis and produce longer written 
essays. In math, questions will require students to not 
only solve computations, but also to apply formulas, 
explain their reasoning, and justify their answers.

During this transition, it is important to advocate for key 
criteria that will make the state assessments a strong 
measuring stick of how Rhode Island 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 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 sametest?

 •  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?

 •  The PARCC assessments will replace the 
NECAP in English language arts and math  
in grades 3−8. High school students in  
Algebra I, Geometry, and English  
Language Arts I and II will also take the  
PARCC end-of-course assessments.

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 are one measure on 
a teacher evaluation. State assessment scores 
can be used as evidence of student learning, 
but teachers may also choose from a number 
of other summative assessments to fulfill this 
requirement.

6. How will test scores impact students?

 •  There are no statewide 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, Rhode Island 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?

 •  Rhode Island teachers contributed to the design 
of the test and reviewed test items and reading 
passages. 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.

9.  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.

 •  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 workforce. 

10. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.parcconline.org 
 •  www.ride.ri.gov/InstructionAssessment/

Assessment.aspx 
 •  www.BusinessforCore.org 
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In 2013, South Carolina’s on-time high school graduation rate was 78%—lower than 
the national average of about 80%. That same year, more than two-thirds of students 
in the 4th and 8th grades demonstrated proficiency in reading and math on the South 

Carolina Palmetto Assessment of State 
Standards (SCPASS). However, results 
from the Nation’s Report Card (also 
known as the National Assessment of 
Educational Progress, or NAEP) painted 
a less promising picture: less than a 
third demonstrated proficiency, with the 
exception of 4th grade math. In 2013, 
only 22% of South Carolina students 
who took the ACT met all four college 
readiness benchmarks. 

Although students were graduating high school and achieving proficiency on the 
SCPASS, they were not hitting the mark on the national assessment and were not 
adequately prepared for college and the workforce. In 2011, the State Board of Education 
adopted the Common Core State Standards in English language arts (ELA) and math to 
help ensure students were learning the skills most essential for success after high school 
graduation.

In 2014, Governor Haley signed a bill into law that abolished the Common Core State 
Standards in South Carolina. The State Department of Education established a team 
of math and ELA teachers and experts to draft a new set of college- and career-ready 
standards to implement in the 2015−16 school year. These standards were to be South 
Carolina-specific yet would use other states’ college- and career-ready standards as a 
model. A draft was open to comments from the public, whose feedback informed a final 
version presented to the State Board of Education. The State Board of Education and the 
Education Oversight Committee approved the revised standards in March 2015.

With the adoption of college- and career-ready standards, South Carolina is one step 
closer to ensuring that students will have the opportunity to reach their full potential. By 
2020, 60% of jobs in the state will require a postsecondary credential. However, only 34% 
of adults in South Carolina currently have such a credential, resulting in a 26% skills gap. 
Higher standards are essential to helping close this gap.

A BIG WIN FOR  
SOUTH CAROLINA   
STUDENTS
South Carolina College- and Career-Ready Standards  

South Carolina’s Proficiency Rates
 on the 2013 Nation’s Report Card  

and SCPASS

Assessment
4th  

Math
4th

Reading
8th  

Math
8th  

Reading

NAEP 35% 28% 31% 29% 

SCPASS 80% 79% 70% 67% 



A BIG WIN FOR  
SOUTH CAROLINA STUDENTS
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Better Standards Deserve 
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 South Carolina 
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.

In 2014, South Carolina chose to administer ACT 
assessments. Students in grades 3–8 will take the ACT 
Aspire in ELA, science, and math beginning in spring 
2015. The ACT Aspire testing system contains interim 
classroom assessments that can be given at various 
points throughout the year as academic checkups to 
identify when students require additional supports 
or challenges. Test questions will no longer simply 
require students to fill in a bubble and will instead 
require them to think critically, analyze, and explain 
their reasoning, giving a more accurate picture of 

student progress. Students in grade 11 will take the 
ACT WorkKeys, a job skills assessment that measures 
reading, math, and the ability to locate information. 

During this transition, it is important to advocate for 
key criteria that will make the state assessments a 
strong measuring stick of how South Carolina students 
are doing on the path to college and careers at the 
state and national levels. Leaders continue to be 
enthusiastic about the ACT 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 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.
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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 the new test replace the old state test?

 •  Yes. The ACT Aspire will replace the SCPASS in grades 
3−8 in ELA and math. 

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 South Carolina receive a high-quality 
education.

5. How will test scores impact students?

 •  The ACT scores in other grades will not be used to 
calculate students’ final grade, promotion, or graduation.

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.

ACT Aspire:
 •  Is a standards-based assessment 

system that gauges student 
progression from grades 3−8 
in English, reading, writing, 
mathematics, and science.

ACT WorkKeys:
 •  Is a job skills assessment system 

that measures reading and math 
proficiency and helps ensure 
students understand the skill 
levels required for the careers 
they are considering. 



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

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, South Carolina 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?

 •  Students need to be computer literate. Both 
the ACT Aspire and the ACT WorkKeys are 
administered online.

 •  While it may take time to ensure that every 
school has the hardware necessary and meets 
the technology requirements, online testing 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.

8. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.ed.sc.gov/agency/programs-services/214
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org 
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In 2013, nearly three-quarters of 4th and 8th grade students demonstrated proficiency on 
the state assessment, the South Dakota Test of Educational Progress (STEP). However, 
on the 2013 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. Clearly, 
there was a concerning disconnect 
between the STEP results and the results 
from the national test. 

This disconnect impacted older students, 
as well. In 2012, although the state’s 
on-time high school graduation rate 
was 83%, 27% of those graduates who 
entered state 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 graduating high school and succeeding on the state 
assessments, they were not prepared for college and careers. To address this problem, 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 that 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 a 2010 report by the Thomas B. Fordham Institute,
the ELA standards were vague and missing as much as half of the most essential content. 
The math standards were well organized, but did not appropriately prioritize arithmetic, 
and although the early grades’ content was thorough, the high school standards were 
missing critical elements of high-quality standards. On the U.S. Chamber of Commerce’s 
2007 Leaders and Laggards report, South Dakota’s standards received a C in rigor.

With the adoption of higher standards, South Dakota is one step closer to ensuring that 
students will have the opportunity to reach their full potential. By 2020, 63% of jobs in the 
state will require a postsecondary credential. However, only 44% of adults currently have 
such a credential, resulting in a 19% skills gap. Higher standards are essential to helping 
close this gap.

A BIG WIN FOR  
SOUTH DAKOTA  
STUDENTS
The South Dakota Common Core 

South Dakota’s Proficiency Performance
 on the 2013 Nation’s Report Card and STEP 

Assessment
4th  

Math
4th

Reading
8th  

Math
8th  

Reading

STEP 37% 75% 74% 72% 

NAEP 40% 32% 38% 36% 



A BIG WIN FOR  
SOUTH DAKOTA STUDENTS
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Better Standards Deserve 
Better Assessments
Teachers across South Dakota 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 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 South Dakota 
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: Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for 

College and Careers (PARCC) and the Smarter Balanced 
Assessment Consortium. These two testing systems 
were field tested in spring 2014 in 35 states, including 
South Dakota, where 70,560 students in 150 public 
schools 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 skills.
 •  Provide real-time information on student progress 

to help guide teacher instruction and improve 
learning.

South Dakota is a governing member of the Smarter 
Balanced consortium. These tests will replace the 
STEP tests in grades 3−8 and 11 in math and ELA in 
spring 2015. Students will be required to apply their 
knowledge through longer writing and performance 
tasks, which are required at every grade level. Test 
questions will require students to apply an array of 
research, writing, and problem solving skills so that 
assessment results will provide a more meaningful 
picture of exactly which skills students have mastered. 
In addition, teachers will have access to a Digital 
Learning Library containing resources for in-class 
formative assessments that provide immediate 
feedback to help teachers improve instruction. Interim 
assessments, which can be given in the middle of 
the year, are also available. These computer-based 
tests mirror the summative assessments and serve as 
academic checkups to ensure that students are on track 
to be successful on the end-of-year tests. 
 
During this transition, it is important to advocate for key 
criteria that will make the state assessments a strong 
measuring stick of how South Dakota 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 that make up a high-quality 
aligned test. As advocates, we need to ensure that 
our state tests accurately measure college and career 
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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 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?

 •  Yes. The Smarter Balanced assessments will replace the 
STEP tests in English language arts and math in grades 
3−8 and 11. 

The South Dakota 
Common Core:
 •  Promote deeper understanding 

of the key concepts students 
need to succeed as independent 
thinkers.

 •  Improve students’ ability to 
apply knowledge to real-world 
situations.

 •  Promote instruction that places 
more emphasis on understanding 
and application, as opposed to 
memorization and test-taking.

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.



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 South Dakota receive a  
high-quality education.

5. Will test scores impact teachers?

 •  South Dakota’s Commission on Teaching and 
Learning has developed a model system for 
teacher evaluation that includes student growth 
as measured by student learning objectives, or 
SLOs. These SLOs can include the change in 
student achievement on the state assessment 
between two or more points in time. This is 
just one of many measures used in a teacher’s 
evaluation.

 •  Districts are permitted to use the 2014−15 
school year as a time to plan and train for the 
new teacher evaluation model. During this 
transition to the new model, districts can use 
their own alternative evaluation as long as 
it receives approval from the South Dakota 
Department of Education.

6. How will test scores impact students?

 •  There are no testing requirements for 
graduation. Students in 3rd grade must be 
proficient on the state reading assessment to be 
promoted to 4th grade.

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

 •  In November 2014, the South Dakota 
Department of Education released online 
training modules on the assessments. 
Teachers administering the Smarter Balanced 
assessments are required to watch all modules 
and pass an online training test.

 

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

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, South Dakota 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?

 •  Fifty-six South Dakota teachers participated in 
the development of resources for the Digital 
Learning Library. Thirty-two South Dakota 
teachers reviewed the content and resources in 
the library.

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. 

 •  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.smarterbalanced.org 
 •  www.commoncore.sd.gov 
 •  www.doe.sd.gov/Assessment 
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org
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Tennessee is the fastest-improving state in public education in the United States. 
Our students made historic gains on the most recent Nation’s Report Card, also 
known as the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). Tennessee 

improved its national standing in every category, as shown in the table below. This 
improvement is due in no small part to Tennessee’s state and local chambers of 
commerce, business leaders, community organizations, and education advocates across 
the state joining together to build 
support for reforms to boost student 
achievement. 

In 2010, Tennessee’s 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 the most. Tennessee’s 
previous standards were vague and 
lacked a focus on the skills most 
necessary for college-level work. The 
standards received an ‘F’ for postsecondary and workforce readiness in the U.S. Chamber 
of Commerce’s 2007 Leaders and Laggards report. Although 90% of Tennessee students 
scored proficient on the state assessments in reading and math, only 26% were proficient 
on the national tests—a difference of more than 60%. 

Now that Tennessee has accomplished the hard work of implementing the updated 
standards, Tennessee students are demonstrating significant academic achievement 
gains. Overall, in both reading and math, students’ scores in both subjects improved 
more than 21% on the 2013 NAEP—more growth than any other state.
 
With the adoption of the updated standards, Tennesseans are one step closer to 
ensuring that our youth will have the opportunity to reach their full potential. By 2020, 
56% of jobs in Tennessee will require a postsecondary credential. However, only 31% 
of adults in the state currently have this credential, resulting in a 25% 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. 

 Tennessee’s Growth on the Nation’s  
Report Card (Rank Among States)

Year 4th  
Math

4th
Reading

8th  
Math

8th  
Reading

2011 47th 41st 45th 42nd 

2013 38th 31st 44th 36th 

A BIG WIN FOR  
TENNESSEE 
STUDENTS
Tennessee Academic Standards
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Better Standards Deserve  
Better Assessments
Teachers across Tennessee have been hard at work 
putting these academic goals in place. It has been 
a significant undertaking, involving participating 
in countless hours of professional development, 
developing updated curricula, and learning teaching 
strategies to engage students at a higher level. Nearly 
60,000 teachers have been trained throughout the state 
over the past four years. 

The next phase of this work in Tennessee is to use state 
tests 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 
in college or the workforce. We can no longer wait until 
high school to evaluate whether a student is prepared 
for the future—or if they are even on track to receive 
their high school diploma. 

Putting 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 schools accountable for successfully teaching 
content that reaches the goals of the standards. At the 
heart of accountability is the need to ensure that all 
students across Tennessee 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 so effective 
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.

In October 2014, Tennessee chose Measurement, 
Inc., to develop aligned tests in both math and 
English language arts. These computer-based tests 
will be administered in both subjects in the 2015–16 
school year, replacing the Tennessee Comprehensive 
Assessment Program (TCAP) tests. The new tests aim to 
accurately measure students’ progress toward college 

and career readiness, assess a wide range of real-world 
skills, and provide real-time information on student 
progress to help guide teachers.

During this time of transition, it is important to 
continue to advocate for the key criteria that will 
make Tennessee’s updated and aligned tests a strong 
measuring stick of how our students are doing on 
the path to college and careers both at the state and 
national level. Leaders are optimistic that the improved 
assessments will include many of the criteria that make 
up a high-quality test. We need to ensure as advocates 
that the new test not only accurately measures college 
and career readiness, but also possesses these 
characteristics so it can be a useful tool that benefits 
our students. 

What does a High-Quality 
Assessment Look Like?
A high-quality assessment:
 •  Is fully aligned to the underlying standards;
 •  Is developed with input from academics, 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 
struggling so 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; and 

 •  Can be measured and compared with 
international tests so we can be assured our 
students are set up for success in an increasingly 
globalized economy. 
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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. When the updated test is given in the 2015–16 
school year, it will replace the old TCAP.

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 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.

Why Support the TN 
Academic 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 early on so they can 
get the help they need and 
graduate prepared for college.



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

 •  During the summer of 2012, 200 “Core Coaches” 
were trained to facilitate trainings in their home 
districts and schools. The coaches trained a total 
of 45,000 teachers and administrators over 3 days 
in English language arts, math, and teaching 
literacy in all content areas. The state continues 
to offer additional training, ongoing online 
courses, model units, and lesson-plan sharing.

6. What kind of data will be collected? How 
will it be used?

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, Tennessee 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. 

 •  Tennessee also passed a law in 2014 called 
“The Data Accessibility, Transparency and 
Accountability Act” ensuring that data collected 
by the state will be used for the sole purpose of 
tracking academic progress and the needs of the 
student.

7. Will the tests take longer?

 •  Yes. It is estimated the tests will take about an 
hour and half longer than our previous state test. 
These 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 their 
reasoning, which are essential skills to master and 
to practice. 

 •  Because the updated tests incorporate writing in 
the English language arts portion, students will 
no longer need to take a separate writing test.

 •  On average, students currently spend more time 
on district benchmark assessments than state 
tests. Since the new 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.

8. Do students need to be computer literate?

 •  Students will 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 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.

9. Where can I go for more information?

 • www.tn.gov/education/assessment/
 • www.tnscore.org
 • www.expectmoretn.org/ 
 • www.BusinessForCore.org
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In 2013, Texas’ on-time high school graduation rate was 88%, an all-time high for the 
state. That same year, high numbers of 4th and 8th grade students demonstrated 
proficiency on the State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness (STAAR). 

Unfortunately, there was another story 
to be told. On the Nation’s Report 
Card, also known as the National 
Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP), less than half of those students 
demonstrated proficiency in reading and 
math. Students were graduating high 
school, but not with the skills that were 
most important for success. To address 
this disconnect, in 2008, the State Board 
of Education incorporated a set of 
college- and career-ready standards into 
the existing Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS) standards.

According to a 2010 report by the Thomas B. Fordham Institute, Texas’ English language 
arts (ELA) standards were “clear, rigorous, and specific.” By contrast, the state’s math 
standards were cited as being somewhat minimal and lacking specificity. Although they 
adequately covered necessary content at the high school level, they lacked sufficient 
coverage of some content in the earlier grades, including arithmetic and geometry.

With the adoption of higher standards, Texas is one step closer to ensuring that students 
will have the opportunity to reach their full potential. By 2020, 60% of jobs in the state 
will require a postsecondary credential. However, only 31% of adults currently have such 
a credential, resulting in a 29% skills gap. Higher standards are essential to helping close 
this gap.

A BIG WIN FOR  
TEXAS  
STUDENTS
The Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills 

Texas’ Proficiency Performance on the  
2013 NAEP and the 2013 STAAR\

Assessment
4th  

Math
4th

Reading
8th  

Math
8th  

Reading

STAAR 68% 72% 77% 84% 

NAEP 41% 28% 38% 31% 
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TEXAS STUDENTS
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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 only partially 
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 Texas 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.

In 2012, Texas implemented a new testing program, 
known as STAAR, to measure how well students 
understand and can apply the knowledge and skills 
outlined in the standards. The STAAR tests focus 
on measuring how well students master “readiness 
standards”—the expectations in each grade level that 
are the most essential for success and preparedness 
in the next grade or course. The assessments 
were intended to be more rigorous than previous 
assessments since they emphasized critical thinking 

and problem solving skills. Students in grades 3−8 
take these tests in math and reading every spring. 
Students are also tested in writing in grades 4 and 7, 
in science in grades 5 and 8, and in social studies in 
grade 8. High school students take STAAR end-of-
course tests in Algebra 1, English 1 and 2, Biology, 
and U.S. History. 

Despite the intent for the STAAR assessments to 
accurately measure the skills students need to be 
college and career ready, the earlier comparison of 
the 2013 STAAR and NAEP results illustrates that 
the assessments may only be partially fulfilling this 
promise. At every grade and subject, there were large 
discrepancies in student proficiency, with many more 
students achieving proficiency on the STAAR. The 
STAAR assessments were created with the intention 
that passing marks would be eventually be described 
in terms of levels along a path to college and career 
readiness. Since STAAR’s implementation, scores 
have remained flat, and some leaders have criticized 
the assessments for not being an accurate measure 
of what students are learning. The assessments also 
lack the provision of useful information about student 
progress that teachers can use to guide learning. In 
winter 2015, the state began accepting requests for 
proposals for a new vendor to develop the STAAR 
assessments. The state’s selection is expected to be 
announced in April 2015.

During this transition it is important to advocate 
for key criteria that will make the state assessments 
a strong measuring stick of how Texas students 
are doing on the path to college and careers at 
the state and national levels. Although the STAAR 
assessments have been revised to align to the state’s 
standards, they provide an inaccurate picture of 
college and career readiness and do not provide 
detailed feedback to teachers. As advocates, we 
need to ensure that the new assessments have the 
characteristics of a high-quality assessment that will 
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.
 •   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.

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. Do 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.  How do test scores impact students?

 •  Students must meet the minimum score for “satisfactory 
academic performance” in all five end-of-course high 
school assessments (Algebra 1, English 1 and 2, Biology, 
and U.S. History) to earn a high school diploma.

The Texas College 
and Career Readiness 
Standards
 •  Are designed to represent a full 

range of knowledge and skills 
that students need to succeed in 
entry-level college courses. 

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

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary Education Act, Texas 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. 

5. Where can I go for more information?

 •  tea.texas.gov/student.assessment/staar/ 
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org 
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In the past decade Utah schools have seen a great amount of growth. The 2014 on-time 
graduation rate was 83%, a 14% increase in eight years. But on the most recent Nation’s 
Report Card (also known as the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress), 
less than half of students in the 4th and 
8th grades demonstrated proficiency in 
reading and math. And last year, only 25% 
of high school graduates met college-
readiness benchmarks on the ACT. To 
address these shortcomings, in 2010, the 
State Board of Education adopted a set 
of college- and career-ready standards 
in English language arts (ELA) and math 
that are higher and clearer than the old 
standards to provide students with the skills they need for the future. 

Utah’s previous math standards were well designed and rigorous, but did not focus 
strongly on arithmetic in the early grades. The ELA standards lacked rigor and often 
focused more on strategies than outcomes and expectations for students. In the U.S. 
Chamber of Commerce’s 2007 Leaders and Laggards report, the previous Utah standards 
received only a C in rigor. In early 2015, the Governor’s Standards Review Committee 
released their report which reaffirmed that Utah’s improved Core State Standards were 
more rigorous and would better prepare students for college and careers.

Teachers across Utah have been hard at work putting these standards in place since 
their adoption in 2010. It has been a significant undertaking involving countless hours of 
professional development, curricula development, and learning new strategies to engage 
students at a much deeper level.

With the adoption of the improved standards, Utah is one step closer to ensuring that 
students will have the opportunity to reach their full potential. By 2018, 66% of jobs in 
Utah will require a postsecondary credential. However, only 42% of adults in the state 
currently have such a credential, resulting in a 24% skills gap. Higher standards are 
essential to helping close this gap.

A BIG WIN FOR  
UTAH     
STUDENTS
Utah Core State Standards

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

Year 4th  
Math

4th
Reading

8th  
Math

8th  
Reading

2011 43% 33% 35% 35% 

2013 44% 37% 36% 39% 
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Better Standards Deserve 
Better Assessments
Adopting improved standards was only the first step 
in raising the bar for Utah students. The next phase 
of this work was to implement aligned tests that are 
more meaningful to students, teachers, and parents in 
determining which skills a student has or has not yet 
mastered. Utah needed a test that measures the critical 
thinking and problem solving skills that students need to 
succeed—and previous state tests did not evaluate this 
level of learning. Utah’s 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 and skills outlined in 
the standards. At the heart of accountability is the need 
to ensure that all students across Utah 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. 

Utah was originally a member of the Smarter Balanced 
Assessment Consortium, a group of states that worked 
together to develop computer-adaptive tests in 
English language arts and math. The State Office of 
Education withdrew from the consortium in 2012 in 
favor of creating a test unique to Utah and contracted 
with American Institutes of Research (AIR) to create the 
Student Assessment of Growth and Excellence (SAGE). 
This computer-adaptive assessment was developed 
by Utah teachers, reviewed by a 15-member parent 
panel and field tested across the state in spring 2014. 

The SAGE assessment system includes optional interim 
assessments that are given by teachers in the beginning 
and middle of the year to help predict student 
performance on the annual assessments in the spring. 
Classroom activities and lesson plans with activities 
similar to those on the annual tests are also available. 
The SAGE assessments measure college and career 
readiness and began replacing the state’s Criterion 
Referenced Test (CRT) in spring 2014. The SAGE English 
language arts test is given to students in grades 3–11 
and the math test to those in grades 3–8. High school 
students in selected math and science courses will take 
end-of-course tests. 
 
During this transition, it is important to advocate for 
the key criteria that will make Utah state tests a strong 
measuring stick of how our students are doing on the 
path to college at the state and national level. Leaders 
are optimistic about the SAGE tests because they 
include so many of the criteria that make up a high-
quality 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 tool that benefits our 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 struggling so that 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.  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. How will scores impact students?

 •  There are currently no test score requirements for 
graduation or promotion.

4. Will scores impact teacher evaluations?

 •  It has been proposed that student assessments are used 
as one factor in teacher evaluations, but currently there is 
no legislation that mandates it.

5. How will 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 Utah receive a high-quality education.

The Utah 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 
that they can get the help  
they need.



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

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary Education Act, Utah 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.

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

 •  Hundreds of Utah teachers were involved in the development of the 
SAGE tests. They participated in the development of test questions and 
reviewed potential questions for alignment and to ensure they were fair to 
all students. Teachers also participated in a week-long standards setting 
process to determine benchmarks for proficiency for every grade level and 
subject.

8. Do students need to be computer literate?

 •  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.

9. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.schools.utah.gov/assessment/Adaptive-Assessment-System.aspx
 •  www.schools.utah.gov/assessment/SAGE-Communication.aspx
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org
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In 2014, Virginia’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 most recent 
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. In 
2007, the Virginia Board of Education 
requested the State Department of 
Education to begin a College and 
Career Readiness Initiative. As a result, 
the Board of Education adopted revised 
Standards of Learning (SOL) in math in 
2009 and in English in 2010.

The revised standards were designed 
to ensure that students graduate prepared for college and careers. They include 
performance expectations in math and English to identify the minimum level of 
comprehension that all high school graduates must attain to successfully complete 
college-level work or career training. 

With the adoption of revised standards, Virginia is one step closer to ensuring that 
students will have the opportunity to reach their full potential. By 2020, 66% of jobs in the 
state will require a postsecondary credential. However, only 42% of adults currently have 
such a credential, resulting in a 24% skills gap. Higher standards are essential to helping 
close this gap.

A BIG WIN FOR  
VIRGINIA  
STUDENTS
Virginia’s Standards of Learning

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

Year
4th  

Math
4th

Reading
8th  

Math
8th  

Reading

2013 47% 43% 36% 36% 
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VIRGINIA STUDENTS
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Better Standards Deserve 
Better Assessments
With the adoption of updated standards, Virgina 
needed an improved test that was more meaningful 
to students, teachers, and parents in determining 
which skills a student has or has not yet mastered. The 
state also needed a test that measured the critical 
thinking and problem solving skills that students 
need to succeed—and previous state tests did not 
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.

The SOL assessments were upgraded to align to the 
more rigorous revised standards. The revised SOL 
assessments go beyond measuring content knowledge 
and assess mathematical processes, reasoning, and 
critical thinking skills. Writing skills are measured 
through multiple choice questions and essay questions 
that require students to read and analyze complex 
texts. Math, science, reading, and writing SOL tests 
also include technology-enhanced items that require 
answers to be indicated in ways other than a multiple 
choice format. Students are asked to create graphs and 
visual representations of mathematical concepts, and 
type open-response answers.

In fall 2014, improved SOL score reports were 
developed in reading, math, science, and history. 
These reports, which will be issued for the spring 2015 
assessments, provide clear information about student 
performance, making it easier for school personnel 
and parents to understand how to best support their 
students. The reports identify the skills a student has 
mastered and those he or she is struggling with so 
that appropriate supports can be implemented. 

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 Virginia 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.

It is important to advocate for key criteria that will 
make the state assessments a strong measuring stick 
of how Virginia students are doing on the path to 
college and careers at the state and national levels. 
Leaders continue to be enthusiastic about the SOL 
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 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.
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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. Do 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 receive a high-quality education.

3. What grades and subjects are tested?

 •  All students in grades 3–8 take the SOL tests in reading and 
math. Fifth graders take writing and science exams, and third 
graders take science and social studies exams. In eighth 
grade, students also take writing, science, and social studies 
tests. High school end-of-course tests are given in grades 
9–12 in various courses, including English 11, Algebra 1 and 
2, Geometry, Biology, Chemistry, Earth Science, Virginia and 
U.S. History, and World History 1 and 2.

4. Do test scores impact teachers? 

 •  Forty percent of a teacher’s evaluation is based on student 
academic progress, which can be determined by various 
tools, but should include student-growth data from the 
SOLs when applicable.

The Virginia Standards of 
Learning:
 •  Are designed to ensure that 

college- and career-ready 
learning standards are taught in 
every Virginia classroom.

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.



5.  How do test scores impact students?

 •  To earn a high school diploma, students must pass at least six end-of-course 
SOL tests. This includes two English tests, one math test, one history or social 
science test, one science test, and another test in any subject area. 

 •  There are no test requirements for promotion.

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

 •  Virginia teachers serve on SOL committees and review test items and forms 
to ensure that they measure student knowledge accurately and fairly. 

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

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary Education Act, Virginia 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.  Do students need to be computer literate?

 •  Students need to be computer literate. Virginia schools have been using 
online tests for more than a decade. The math, science, reading, and writing 
tests also use technology-enhanced items that require students to answer 
more extensive open-ended questions. 

 •  This year, Virginia will also begin using computer adaptive testing (CAT) for 
the grade 6 math test. This testing format customizes each question for every 
student based on how they responded to previous test questions. Additional 
tests will be converted to the CAT format as funding becomes available.

9. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.doe.virginia.gov/testing/index.shtml
 •  www.doe.virginia.gov/instruction/college_career_readiness/index.shtml
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org 
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In 2014, Vermont’s on-time graduation rate was higher than many other states at 87%. 
On the 2012 New England Common Assessment Program (NECAP), more than two-
thirds of Vermont’s 4th and 8th grade students demonstrated proficiency in reading 

and math. The Nation’s Report Card 
(also known as the National Assessment 
of Educational Progress, or NAEP) 
told a slightly different story. Despite 
consistently performing among the 
top five states on the NAEP, in 2013, 
less than half of Vermont’s 4th and 8th 
students demonstrated proficiency in 
both subjects (with the exception of 
4th grade math). In 2014, only 40% of 
Vermont students who took the ACT 
met the minimum scores for college 
readiness in all four subjects (English, 
math, reading, and science). Vermont 
students were graduating high school 
and achieving proficiency on the state 
assessments, but did not have the skills 
necessary for success after high school. 
Recognizing this disconnect, in 2011 
the State Board of Education adopted a set of college- and career-ready standards in 
English language arts (ELA) and math to help ensure that students were learning the skills 
necessary for successful futures.

With the adoption of higher standards, Vermont is one step closer to ensuring that 
students will have the opportunity to reach their full potential. By 2020, 66% of jobs in 
Vermont will require a postsecondary credential. However, only 44% 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  
VERMONT  
STUDENTS
The Common Core State Standards 

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

2012 NECAP*

Assessment
4th  

Math
4th

Reading
8th  

Math
8th  

Reading

2013 NAEP 52% 42% 47% 45% 

2012 NECAP 68% 70% 64% 80% 

* For the 2013−14 school year, 27 schools participated in the Smarter 
Balanced field test in lieu of administering the fall NECAP assessments.  
The State Department of Education reported that there was evidence 
to suggest that the exclusion of these schools made statewide results 
unrepresentative, and that these statewide results should not be included in 
state-level comparison. Therefore, 2012 NECAP data was used for this chart 
instead of 2013 NECAP data.
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Better Standards Need Better 
Assessments
Teachers across Vermont 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, 
developing curricula, 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 previous state tests only partially 
evaluated this level of learning. Improved assessments 
present an opportunity to implement evidence-
based, next-generation tests that 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 Vermont 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: the Smarter Balanced Assessment 
Consortium and Partnership for Assessment of 

Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC). These 
two tests were field tested in spring 2014 in 35 states, 
of which 21 participated in the Smarter Balanced test. 
In Vermont, 5,700 students in 27 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.
 •  Provide real-time information on student 

progress to help guide teacher instruction and 
improve learning.

Vermont has been a member of Smarter Balanced 
since 2010. The Smarter Balanced assessment system 
includes a summative end-of-year test, as well as a 
Digital Library that contains teacher resources on 
in-class formative assessments to monitor student 
progress. Teachers can also give interim assessments 
throughout the year to ensure that students are 
keeping pace. These assessments will provide 
teachers with timely, meaningful feedback so that they 
can implement additional supports or interventions 
if needed. The Smarter Balanced assessments will 
replace the NECAP for students in grades 3–8 and  
11 in ELA and math.

During this transition, it is important to advocate 
for key criteria that will make the state assessments 
a strong measuring stick of how Vermont 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 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 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 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 support services 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. Does the new test replace the old state test?

 •  The Smarter Balanced assessments will replace the 
NECAP in grades 3–8 and 11 in English language arts  
and math.

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 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.



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 Vermont receive a high-
quality education.

5. How will test scores impact teachers?

 •  Test scores will provide teachers with 
actionable data to help improve instruction 
and the academic performance of individual 
students. However, test scores are not currently 
used as a factor in teacher evaluations.

6. How will test scores impact students?

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

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

 •  The State Department of Education has 
provided extensive preparation across the 
state to prepare for the Smarter Balanced 
assessments. Beginning in fall 2014, regional 
workshops were conducted for approximately 
1,000 teachers and administrators to familiarize 
them with the testing software and platform. 
There have been additional workshops at 
15 schools to focus on the computer-based 
features and accommodations available for 
students with special needs.

 •  In addition, the state has created an 
assessment portal containing a host of online 
learning modules on the Smarter Balanced 
assessments.

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

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, Vermont 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?

 •  Vermont 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.  Do students need to be computer 
literate?

 •  Yes. Although Smarter Balanced is offering 
paper and pencil versions for schools that 
cannot meet the technology requirement, 100% 
of Vermont schools are using the computer-
based version. Schools recognize the benefit of 
computer-based testing and some have gone 
to great lengths to ensure all students have 
access to it, including transporting students to 
other locations for testing.

 •  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.education.vermont.gov/sbac
 •  vt.portal.airast.org 
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org 
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In 2014, Washington’s on-time high school graduation rate was 77%—nearly one in 
four students were not graduating on time. On the 2013 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. That same year, 
student performance from the state 
Measurements of Student Progress 
(MSP) test demonstrated that between 
50% and 73% of students were 
proficient, depending on the grade 
and subject. These results showed that 
Washington had set the bar too low. 
Although most students were graduating high school and achieving proficiency on the 
state assessments, they were not leaving high school prepared for college and careers. In 
2010, 57% of Washington high school graduates who enrolled in community colleges had 
to take at least one remedial class because they lacked the skills to successfully complete 
college-level work. Recognizing this disconnect, in 2011, the Office of Superintendent 
of Public Instruction adopted a set of college- and career-ready standards in English 
language arts (ELA) and math to help ensure students were learning the skills most 
essential to succeed in college and the workforce.

Washington’s previous ELA standards were well-organized, but they contained vague 
language and were due to be revised. They were also missing up to 35% of what the 
Thomas B. Fordham Institute identifies as the most essential content. The math standards 
were rigorous and similarly well-organized, but did not fully develop several important 
concepts, such as trigonometry and fractions. On the U.S. Chamber of Commerce’s 2007 
Leaders and Laggards report, Washington’s state standards received just a C for rigor and 
the state received a C in postsecondary workforce readiness.

With the adoption of these higher standards, Washington is one step closer to ensuring 
that students will have the opportunity to reach their full potential. By 2020, 70% of jobs 
in the state will require a postsecondary credential. However, only 39% of adults currently 
have such a credential, resulting in a 31% skills gap. Higher standards are essential to 
helping close this gap.

A BIG WIN FOR  
WASHINGTON  
STUDENTS
The Common Core State Standards 

Washington’s Proficiency Rates
 on the 2013 NAEP and MSP

Assessment
4th  

Math
4th

Reading
8th  

Math
8th  

Reading

MSP 63% 73% 53% 66% 

NAEP 48% 40% 42% 42% 
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Better Standards Deserve 
Better Assessments
Teachers across Washington 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 at a deeper 
level 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, careers, and life. 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. Instead, the new tests will 
mirror the higher standards and provide teachers 
with valuable information on how effectively they are 
teaching and students are learning.

Although these new tests are a huge improvement, 
implementing better assessments alone 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 Washington 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.

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 assessment systems were field tested in spring 
2014 in 35 state, including Washington, where 200,000 
students 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 real-world 

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

to help guide teacher instruction and improve 
learning.

Washington is a governing member of the Smarter 
Balanced consortium. Students in grades 3−8 and 11 
will take these high-quality, computer-based tests in 
math and ELA in spring 2015. The tests are computer 
adaptive which means they automatically adjust the 
difficulty of the questions as students take the test. 
Computer adaptive assessments provide a more 
accurate measure of the skills students have mastered 
and those they need to practice. Students will be 
required to apply their knowledge to solve real-
world problems through critical thinking, writing, and 
analysis. The Smarter Balanced system also includes a 
Digital Library, which contains professional resources 
and instructional materials that teachers can use in 
the classroom. Teachers will have the option to give 
interim tests at various points during the year to serve 
as academic checkups and identify when students may 
need extra support to ensure they are on track.

During this transition, it is important to advocate for key 
criteria that will make the state assessments a strong 
measuring stick of how Washington 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 
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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 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, testing experts, 

and 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 
interventions can be put in place.

 •  Assists in identifying high-achieving students so they 
can receive resources that will help them maintain their 
academic engagement.

 •  Is comparable across states.

During this transition, it is important to advocate for key criteria 
that will make the state assessments a strong measuring stick 
of how Washington 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. 

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 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.

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.



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 Smarter Balanced assessments will 
replace the Measurements of Student Progress 
(MSP) 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 Washington receive a high-
quality education.

5. Will test scores impact teachers?

 •  Student growth—the growth in subject matter 
knowledge, understanding, and skills over time—
is one of multiple measures used in teacher 
evaluations. It can be measured through state 
assessment scores, but can also be measured by 
a variety of other classroom-based, school-based, 
or district-based assessments as well.

6. How will test scores impact students?

 •  In Washington, 3rd grade students who score 
below basic (or receive a score of 1) must be put 
in an intensive reading program to be promoted 
to 4th grade. Beginning with the Class of 2019, 
students will have to pass the 11th grade tests 
in order to graduate. Washington has proposed 
using the Smarter Balanced tests for graduation 
beginning with the Class of 2016. The score 
required for graduation will be lower than the 
college and career readiness score and will be 

determined by the State Board of Education. 

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

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, Washington 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?

 •  Washington 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. 

 •  Although it will 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.k12.wa.us/smarter/default.aspx
 •  www.readywa.org/state-testing-faqs.html 
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org
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In 2010, Wisconsin adopted a set of college- and career-ready standards in English 
language arts (ELA) and math that were higher, clearer, and more focused on learning 
and applying the essential skills and 

knowledge students need for college 
and careers. They were designed to 
help meet the goals of the “Every Child 
a Graduate” plan to increase college 
readiness and graduation rates across 
the state. Despite consistently having 
one of the highest on-time graduation 
rates in the nation at 88%, 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 half of Wisconsin students in the 4th and 8th grades 
demonstrated proficiency in math and reading. In 2007, 21.3% of new students in the 
state university system had to enroll in a remedial math class and 6.7% in a remedial 
English class because they lacked the skills needed for college-level work. Students were 
graduating from high school, but were not prepared with the skills that mattered most  
for success. 

According to a 2010 report by the Thomas B. Fordham Institute, the previous state 
standards were vague, confusing, and described as some of the worst in the nation. On 
the U.S. Chamber of Commerce 2007 Leaders and Laggards report, they received a D  
in rigor. With the adoption of higher standards, Wisconsin is one step closer to ensuring 
that students will have the opportunity to reach their full potential. By 2020, 64% of jobs 
in Wisconsin will require a postsecondary credential. However, only 40% of adults in this 
state currently have such a credential, resulting in a 24% skills gap. Higher standards are 
essential to closing this gap.

A BIG WIN FOR  
WISCONSIN  
STUDENTS
The Wisconsin Common Core Standards 

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

Year
4th  

Math
4th

Reading
8th  

Math
8th  

Reading

2011 47% 34% 41% 35% 

2013 47% 35% 40% 36% 



A BIG WIN FOR  
WISCONSIN STUDENTS
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Better Standards Deserve 
Better Assessments
Teachers across Wisconsin have been hard at work 
putting these higher academic goals in place. It has 
been a significant undertaking involving many hours of 
professional development and curricula alignment to 
engage students more deeply than before. Wisconsin 
teachers have developed sample curricula and lessons 
and shared them with their peers. 

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 Wisconsin 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 
Wisconsin, where students 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 real-world skills, including 

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

to help guide teacher instruction and improve 
learning.

Wisconsin became a member of the Smarter Balanced 
consortium in 2010 to design tests aligned to the 
improved standards. Known as the Badger Exams, 
these computer-adaptive tests will be given to students 
in grades 3–8 in math and ELA beginning in spring 
2015. The tests adjust the difficulty of questions based 
on previous student responses to give a more accurate 
measure of which skills a student has mastered. There 
are multiple item types, with questions that require 
students to think critically and respond in open-
ended and essay formats. The Smarter Balanced 
system also has a Digital Library, an online collection 
of aligned resources that support teachers in using 
in-class formative assessments to ensure that students 
are keeping pace throughout the year. High school 
students will take the aligned ACT Aspire assessments, 
which measure how well students are progressing 
toward college readiness.

During this transition, it is important to advocate for key 
criteria that will make the state assessments a strong 
measuring stick of how Wisconsin students are doing 
on the path to college and careers at the state and 
national levels. Leaders continue to be enthusiastic 
about the Badger Exams because they meet so many 
of the criteria that make up a high-quality aligned 
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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 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.

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 Wisconsin Common 
Core 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 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?

 •  The Badger exams will replace the Wisconsin 
Knowledge and Concepts Exam (WKCE) in 
grades 3–8 in ELA and math. In high school, the 
state test will be replaced with the ACT Aspire in 
grades 9 and 10, and the ACT in grade 11.

4.  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 checkups for our schools. 
Districts need to identify low-performing schools 
so that interventions can be put in place to 
ensure that all students across the state receive 
a high-quality education.

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

 •  Since 2011, teachers across the state have 
received training on the foundations of the 
standards. More intense content area training 
began in 2012.

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

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, Wisconsin 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. 

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

 •  Wisconsin 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 adjusted to teaching 
the standards.

8.  Do students need to be computer 
literate?

 •  Students need to be computer literate. Paper 
and pencil versions of the assessments 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.

9 Where can I go for more information?

 •   www.oea.dpi.wi.gov/assessment 
 •   www.smarterbalanced.org
 •   www.BusinessForCore.org
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In 2014, West Virginia’s on-time high school graduation rate was 84%—better than many 
other states. 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), 

which tests a sample of students, only 
about a quarter of 4th and 8th graders 
demonstrated proficiency in math or 
reading (with the exception of 4th grade 
math). In 2012, 31% of freshmen enrolled 
in West Virginia colleges and universities 
had to take a remedial class because 
they lacked the skills to successfully 
complete college-level work. Students 
were graduating high school, but were 
not prepared with the skills they needed 
for success. Recognizing this disconnect, 
the West Virginia Board of Education adopted the Next Generation Content Standards and 
Objectives in 2011 in English language arts (ELA) and math to help ensure that students 
were learning the skills most essential for college and the workforce.

According to a 2010 report by the Thomas B. Fordham Institute, West Virginia’s previous 
academic standards were among the worst in the nation. The math standards failed to 
prioritize the most essential skills, and the ELA standards did not cover foundational skills 
with adequate depth. On the U.S. Chamber of Commerce’s 2007 Leaders and Laggards 
report, West Virginia received an F in academic achievement and a D in postsecondary and 
workforce readiness. 

With the adoption of higher standards, West Virginia is one step closer to ensuring 
students have the opportunity to reach their full potential. By 2020, 53% of jobs in the 
state will require a postsecondary credential. However, only 28% of adults in West Virginia 
currently have such a credential, resulting in a 25% skills gap. Higher standards are essential 
to helping close this gap.

A BIG WIN FOR  
WEST VIRGINIA  
STUDENTS
The Next Generation Content Standards and Objectives

West Virginia’s Proficiency Rates
 on the Nation’s Report Card 

Year
4th  

Math
4th

Reading
8th  

Math
8th  

Reading

2011 31% 27% 21% 24% 

2013 35% 27% 24% 25% 



A BIG WIN FOR  
WEST VIRGINIA STUDENTS

2

Better Standards Deserve 
Better Assessments
Teachers across West Virginia 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 traditional 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 West Virginia 
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 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. West 
Virginia students participated in the field test for the 
Smarter Balanced assessment.

The Smarter Balanced assessments 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.

West Virginia has been a governing member of the 
Smarter Balanced consortium since 2010. Students 
in grades 3–11 will take the Smarter Balanced math 
and English language arts tests in spring 2015. These 
tests will become part of the West Virginia General 
Summative Assessment, which will replace the West 
Virginia Education Standards Test 2 (WESTEST 2). In 
addition to the summative assessment component, 
the Smarter Balanced system also includes interim 
and formative assessments that teachers can give 
throughout the school year to serve as academic 
checkups and inform instruction. 

West Virginia teachers also have access to the 
Smarter Balanced Digital Library, an online platform 
containing more than 2,500 subject- and grade-specific 
instructional resources designed to help deepen 
understanding of the formative assessment process. 
The Digital Library includes instructional segments to 
model best practices, professional learning resources, 
as well as interactive multimedia modules built by 
experts. West Virginia teachers who serve on the State 
Network of Educators participated in the development 
and review of many of these resources.

During this transition, it is important to advocate for key 
criteria that will make the state assessments a strong 
measuring stick of how West Virginia students are 
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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 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, 

including 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 aligned to the standards 
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 Next Generation 
Content 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  
state test?

 •  The Smarter Balanced assessments will become 
part of the West Virginia General Summative 
Assessment, which will replace the WESTEST 2 in 
grades 3–11 in English language arts and math. 

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 West Virginia receive a  
high-quality education.

5. How will test scores impact teachers?

 •  Test scores are part of the educator evaluation 
system.

6. How will test scores impact students?

 •  Test scores are not used for graduation or 
promotion.

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

 •  Ongoing professional development for the 
implementation of the standards is provided 
through the state’s eight Regional Education 
Service Agencies. The West Virginia Department 
of Education’s Office of Assessment and 
Research is also providing ongoing training 
to district and school personnel to administer 
the summative and interim assessments and 
utilize the formative assessment resources in the 
Digital Library.

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

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, West Virginia 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); state-level protections include the 
Student Data Accessibility, Transparency and 
Accountability Act (found in W.Va. Code 18-
2-5h) and provisions in West Virginia Board of 
Education policy (found in 4350, WVDE Data 
Access and Management Guidance). 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?

 •  West Virginia teachers were involved in 
numerous stages of the development process, 
including: writing test questions; content, 
bias, and sensitivity reviews; range-finding for 
constructed and extended response items; and 
achievement level setting. They also assisted 
with the development of interim assessment 
questions and instructional and professional 
learning resources in the Digital Library.

10.  Do students need to be computer 
literate?

 •  Students need to be computer literate as both 
the summative and interim assessments are 
delivered online.

 •  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.smarterbalanced.org 
 •  www.wvnextgen.org
 •  wvde.state.wv.us/smarter-balanced/parents/

what-you-should-know.html 
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org 
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In 2013, less than half of Wyoming students in the 4th and 8th grades demonstrated 
proficiency in reading and math on the Nation’s Report Card (also known as the 
National Assessment of Educational Progress, or NAEP). That same year, Wyoming’s 

on-time high school graduation rate was 
78%. However, in 2012, the majority of 
Wyoming’s first-time community college 
students had to take a remedial course, 
indicating that students were graduating 
high school lacking the skills necessary 
to complete college-level work. To 
address this disconnect, the State Board 
of Education adopted a set of college- 
and career-ready standards in 2012 in 
English language arts (ELA) and math to 
help ensure that students were learning 
the skills most essential for success in college and careers.

Wyoming’s previous academic standards did not adequately prepare students for success 
after high school. According to a 2010 report by the Thomas B. Fordham Institute, the 
ELA standards were missing as much as 65% of the most critical content and were among 
the worst standards in the country, while the math standards were minimal and did not 
include the most essential topics. On the U.S. Chamber of Commerce’s 2007 Leaders and 
Laggards report, Wyoming’s standards received an F in rigor and the state received a D 
in postsecondary and workforce readiness. 

With the adoption of higher standards, Wyoming is one step closer to ensuring that 
students will have the opportunity to reach their full potential. By 2020, 65% of jobs in 
the state will require a postsecondary credential. However, only 34% of adults in the 
state currently have such a credential, resulting in a 31% skills gap. Higher standards are 
essential to helping close this gap.

A BIG WIN FOR  
WYOMING  
STUDENTS
Wyoming Content and Performance Standards 

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

Year
4th  

Math
4th

Reading
8th  

Math
8th  

Reading

2011 44% 34% 37% 38% 

2013 48% 37% 38% 38% 



A BIG WIN FOR  
WYOMING STUDENTS
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Better Standards Need  
Better Assessments
Teachers across Wyoming 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 fully 
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 Wyoming receive a  
high-quality education. Meaningful tests serve as 
school-wide academic checkups that can identify 
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 Wyoming, where more than 3,000 students 
participated in the Smarter Balanced field tests.

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.

Wyoming is an affiliate member of the Smarter 
Balanced Assessment Consortium. Because the 
Wyoming Department of Education (WDE) has a 
contract with Educational Testing Services (ETS) to 
continue developing annual assessments through 
2016, WDE will not be using the Smarter Balanced 
aligned assessments this spring. Rather, students 
will continue to take the Proficiency Assessments 
for Wyoming Students (PAWS), a system that was 
redesigned in 2014 to align to the updated ELA and 
math standards and measure college and career 
readiness. PAWS also provides detailed score reports 
to parents, teachers, and students that can be used 
to guide instruction. Students in grades 9–11 will 
continue to take tests in the ACT suite to measure 
college readiness in four subject areas: math, reading, 
language arts, and science. 

The Wyoming state legislature recently passed 
Enrolled Act 87, mandating that the State Board 
of Education and State Department of Education 
create an assessment task force. This task force, 
to be comprised of various stakeholders, will be 
charged with providing recommendations on future 
assessments to the state legislature by October 15th, 
2015. State statute currently prohibits any format 
other than multiple choice questions on the state 
assessment. Since the winter 2016 legislative session 
will occur too late to make changes to statewide 
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assessments in the 2015−16 school year, it is unlikely that any 
new assessment, including the Smarter Balanced assessments, 
will be administered in the spring of 2016. 

As the assessment task force takes shape, it is important to 
advocate for key criteria that will make the state assessments a 
strong measuring stick of how Wyoming students are doing on 
the path to college and careers at the state and national levels. 
As supporters, 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.

 •  Is comparable across states.

Frequently Asked Questions

1.  What is the difference between standards and 
curriculum?

 •  Standards define what Wyoming students should 
know and be able to do at each grade level. They aim 
to provide all Wyoming students an equal, quality 
education. 

 •  Curriculum is a plan for instruction and guides the 
selection of materials and textbooks, and the process 
for evaluation to see if the standards are met. It is set by 
districts, schools, and teachers to help students achieve. 

The Wyoming Content and 
Performance 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 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 

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 are still expected to 
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?

 •  In 2014, changes were made to the reading and 
math Proficiency Assessments for Wyoming 
Students (PAWS) so that they aligned to the 
updated standards and measured college and 
career readiness. It is not yet known what new 
test, if any, will replace the updated PAWS or 
the ACT suite in high school.

4.  Will annual test scores impact schools  
and districts?

 •  School-wide test results will be used as one 
important 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 
Wyoming receive a high-quality education.

5. How will test scores impact teachers?

 •  In the 2020−21 school year, a statewide teacher 
evaluation framework will be adopted that will 
require evidence of student learning. Statewide 
assessment scores can be one measure used 
to demonstrate student learning, but local 
assessments can be used as well. Student 
learning will not count for more than 20% of a 
teacher’s total evaluation.

6. How will test scores impact students?

 •  There are no assessment requirements for 
promotion or graduation in Wyoming.

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

 •  Under the federal Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, Wyoming 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?

 •  Wyoming teachers are involved in reviewing 
PAWS test questions and providing feedback 
every year.

9.  Do students need to be computer literate 
to take the assessments?

 •  Students do not need to be computer literate 
to take the PAWS and ACT. Both assessments 
are administered with paper and pencil.

10. Where can I go for more information?

 •  www.edu.wyoming.gov/educators/assessment/
 •  www.smarterbalanced.org
 •  www.wyomingmeasuresup.com
 •  www.BusinessForCore.org


