
Chapter 3
Assessment for Learning: US Perspectives

Jim Flaitz

3.1 Introduction

In the USA, educational policy-making is largely a state and local matter, rather
than a federal or national area of involvement. With a few major exceptions, federal
engagement in education had been limited to providing supplemental funding of
compensatory education programs until recently, with the enactment of the No
Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act in 2002, an early initiative in the presidency of
George W. Bush. The act marked the culmination of a movement that characterized
the USA as being in crisis, due in large part to an educational system that was not
producing a workforce with the requisite skills for economic competitiveness. Key
elements of the educational reform included a call for the establishment of rigorous
standards in certain “core” subjects as a means to promote excellence in education
and to make schools accountable for the academic performance of their students.
With the passing of NCLB, funding for state and local education in the federal bud-
get was consolidated and made contingent upon the states adopting the framework
of NCLB.

While a range of initiatives have been introduced around the world to pro-
mote assessment as a tool for enhancing student learning, NCLB has been driving
practices in the opposite direction. Although systemic changes to education at the
national level for the purpose of greater accountability have been a common theme
in many contexts internationally, those reforms have nonetheless created a certain
amount of space for pedagogically-oriented initiatives such as assessment for learn-
ing. This space is more constrained in the USA, although educators have been
attracted to complementing test-based practices with alternative, formative assess-
ments. The difference in the available pedagogical space, suggests Popham (2006a,
p. 90), stems from the fact that education reform in the USA produced “test frenzy”,
while the reforms in other education systems were less frenetic. Additionally, what
seems most compelling in the case of the USA is the degree of politicization of
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educational reform, in combination with strong, private sector interests representing
the testing industry. Shortly after the passage of NCLB, Popham offered the wry
observation at a national educational research meeting that it would perhaps be more
appropriate to refer to the legislation as “No Test Publisher Left Behind”, in refer-
ence to the almost total focus placed in the legislation on the use of high-stakes
tests (the near exclusive domain of private test publishers) to gauge attainment of
standards by students.

This chapter explores and explains the constraints imposed upon many US
schools and teachers by recent reforms such as NCLB that mitigate their oppor-
tunities to explore alternative approaches to assessment. It presents a snapshot
of contemporary assessment practices, in particular those that are associated with
NCLB and then investigates some practices in the spirit of assessment for learning
that have managed to survive or emerge as educators at the state and local level
struggle to reconcile the powerful influences of high-stakes testing with the more
fundamental mandate to promote learning.

3.2 Economic, Political and Ideological Background
to Education Reform in the USA

In their study of education and national development, Fägerlind and Saha (1989)
propose a triadic framework for analyzing reform that covers economic, political
and ideological perspectives. These perspectives – which are often intertwined –
can provide a contextual explanation for the ideas that underpin NCLB.

A key precursor to NCLB was a document published in 1983, by the National
Commission on Excellence in Education, A Nation at Risk. This report raised the
specter of the USA losing its economic competitiveness and falling behind other
economies because the educational foundations of American society were “being
eroded by a rising tide of mediocrity” (National Commission on Excellence in
Education, 1983, p. 1). The danger, claimed the report, was signaled by poor perfor-
mances in international comparisons of student achievement, national surveys and
test scores, and other indicators, and was exacerbated by economic changes that
required even higher levels of educational excellence:

Knowledge, learning, information, and skilled intelligence are the new raw materials of
international commerce and are today spreading throughout the world as vigorously as mir-
acle drugs, synthetic fertilizers, and blue jeans did earlier. If only to keep and improve on
the slim competitive edge we still retain in world markets, we must dedicate ourselves to the
reform of our educational system for the benefit of all – old and young alike, affluent and
poor, majority and minority. Learning is the indispensable investment required to success in
the “information age” we are entering. (National Commission on Excellence in Education,
1983, p. 2)

A second theme that is present in the discourse of A Nation at Risk concerns equity
across different economic and racial groups:

We do not believe that a public commitment to excellence and educational reform must be
made at the expense of a strong public commitment to the equitable treatment of our diverse
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population. The twin goals of equity and high-quality schooling have profound and practical
meaning for our economy and society, and we cannot permit one to yield to the other either
in principle or in practice. To do so would deny young people their chance to learn and live
according to their aspirations and abilities. It also would lead to a generalized accommoda-
tion to mediocrity in our society on the one hand or the creation of an undemocratic elitism
on the other. (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983, p. 7)

Attention to diversity arose from political forces such as the civil rights movement
that led to the desegregation of schools in the 1960s, and the War on Poverty that
also dated back to presidency of Lyndon B. Johnson.

The solution to the perceived decline in students’ academic performance and to
the problems of equity, according to the authors of A Nation at Risk, lies in the pro-
motion of excellence, which is to be achieved by setting high standards and focusing
on core subjects such as mathematics, English, history/US government, and science,
while rejecting at the same time “undemanding and superfluous high school offer-
ings” (ibid, p.9). As the problem is framed as being a national issue, it follows that
some form of national framework of standards would be required. The argument
that A Nation at Risk makes reflects a social and economic efficiency orientation
to educational aims. According to this orientation, the role of schools is to prepare
future citizens who will be economically productive (Schiro, 2008).

The ideological linkage between economic productivity and education repre-
sents a third theme that influenced NCLB, namely, accountability. The notions that
schools should be accountable and that a measurable output of the education system
is student performance in standardized tests, are derived from a view of educa-
tion as an economic commodity existing in a marketplace (Nelson, 2007). Calls
to make schools more accountable for the public funding they received had been
heard increasingly since the inauguration of federal programs such as Title I in the
mid-1960s (O’Day, 2002). By calling for the establishment of standards to measure
academic performance, A Nation at Risk facilitated the introduction of a system that
makes schools accountable for the funding that they receive.

The rhetoric of A Nation at Risk consists of vilifying the current state of affairs in
US schools and then promoting a particular vision of change for which, according to
the document, there was strong public support: “Of all the tools at hand, the public’s
support for education is the most powerful” (National Commission on Excellence in
Education, 1983, p. 8), although a cynic might retort that members of the public are
highly unlikely to fail to support ideas such as educational excellence. Politicians at
the state and federal level seized the opportunity to nail their colors to the mast of
educational reform, with the result that NCLB enjoyed broad bipartisan support in
both the House of Representatives and the US Senate.

3.3 No Child Left Behind

The NCLB legislation established a new direction in federal policy toward public
education. However it did not mandate a national curriculum or set of standards,
rather it mandated that states develop and adopt standards; it did not mandate a
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specific national testing scheme, rather it mandated that states develop or adopt
standardized tests in literacy and numeracy of demonstrated validity and reliabil-
ity. It stipulated that the academic achievement standards should include at least
three levels of achievement – advanced, proficient and basic–and that descriptions
of the competencies associated with each level should be provided (US Department
of Education, 2002). NCLB further required that only objective knowledge should
be assessed, although states were allowed flexibility in determining the types and
combinations of assessment to be used, on condition that all the standards were
covered in depth and breadth, and that results could be reported in terms of the stan-
dards. A further requirement was that the assessments would have to be designed so
as to be valid and accessible as far as possible for students with disabilities and those
whose proficiency in English was limited. Assessment under NCLB has three main
characteristics: it is high-stakes, designed to serve the purpose of accountability, and
based on standards.

3.3.1 High-Stakes Assessment

The USA is a relatively recent entrant into the world of high-stakes testing for judg-
ing student learning and school effectiveness. One area where high-stakes testing
has a history has been in the arena of university admissions, where the practice
of requiring applicants to sit for either the Scholastic Aptitude Test/Scholastic
Assessment Test (SAT) or the American College Testing (ACT) tests of “scholas-
tic aptitude” has been in effect for over 70 years (Isaacs, 2001; Lawrence, Rigol,
Van Essen, & Jackson, 2002). These tests are privately developed, administered and
scored, and universities use the scores, in conjunction with other relevant applicant
information (high school Grade Point Average, extracurricular activities, etc.) in
making admissions decisions. In early days, the use of these high-stakes, standard-
ized assessments for university admissions were initiated at the behest of private
universities and the most selective of public universities, who were looking for an
objective source of evidence of academic potential that could be efficiently applied
to a growing pool of applicants from very different academic backgrounds.

Ironically, the introduction of high-stakes testing to university admissions began
as an egalitarian effort (to level the playing field among applicants by providing
a common measure of educational readiness). As university-going exploded after
World War II (due to the return to the workforce of millions of young men), uni-
versities found themselves in the dilemma of selectively admitting applicants, and
turned to the use of high-stakes tests. In the 1960s and 1970s, as the societal view
of higher education shifted to that of an essential prerequisite for economic oppor-
tunity, many universities began to use the standardized test scores for placement
decisions (determining which students would be required to take remedial course-
work in preparation for the regular curriculum, and which students would be eligible
for advanced placement, exempting them from introductory level required courses,
or routing them to more accelerated versions of those courses). This placement pro-
cess, which may be unfamiliar in other parts of the world, is a reflection of an
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abiding view of students as being differentiable based on aptitude, running into a
parallel view that access to public education (including university education) is an
entitlement and a critical foundation for personal economic success. Consequently,
public universities were in many instances admitting students who were less pre-
pared for university-level studies. Because these tests used for university admissions
by design focus on aptitude (general abilities) rather than on achievement of spe-
cific academic outcomes, the direct connection to such matters as “narrowing of
the curriculum” or “teaching to the test” is less clear. Because for much of the his-
tory of university-admissions standardized testing, college-going was just one of
many legitimate post-secondary paths a student might take, the proportion of stu-
dents taking these tests has never been as high as is the case in other nations where
such tests are mandated. Many high schools developed “college preparatory” cur-
ricula, but students largely self-selected for these curricula. Until relatively recently,
conventional wisdom was that “teaching” to such tests was impossible, because the
focus of the tests was on aptitudes that were a life-time in the making (in more recent
times, several highly successful test-preparation companies have claimed substantial
success in preparing students for these tests).

In the 1980s, individual states began to develop or adopt high school graduation
examinations (which, however, did not supplant existing, high-stakes tests designed
for use in university admissions) and required students to attain a minimum perfor-
mance on literacy and mathematics tests in order to obtain a high school diploma
(Jacob, 2001; Marchant & Paulson, 2005). These tests were minimum competency
tests in the sense that the thresholds of performance set for them were based on
“minimum” expectations for high school graduates. Prior to that time, there had
been only one instance (New York state) of state or local educational agencies using
high-stakes tests or examinations to make decisions about student progression, grad-
uation, or selection to university. Instead, most states were using low-stakes testing
at selected grade levels to generate comparative data on students and schools, which
was putatively used for student advisement and school improvement.

An important cultural artifact that underpins much of the history of standard-
ized testing in the USA has been a widely held belief by many in the public that
differences in student school outcomes are primarily due to intelligence, which is
viewed as a relatively immutable characteristic (Shepard, 2000). Consequently most
standardized testing done in the schools up until the 1980s held neither students
(because they could not control their own intelligence) nor schools (because they
could not influence student intelligence) accountable for learning outcomes. Those
views became less tenable in the face of persistent “gaps” in achievement between
racial groups, and less relevant when educational quality began to be indicted as
the prime cause of loss of international economic competitiveness. Those views
have been largely abandoned in an era of accountability for educational outcomes.
However, the past thinking has left its mark on the nature of many of the high-stakes
tests still in use prevalently in the USA (multiple-choice items pitched at aptitudes
for learning as much as at outcomes of learning). Since the 1990s, high-stakes test-
ing has increasingly been used as a mechanism for introducing greater levels of
accountability, at the state, district, and school levels, for student achievement.
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3.3.2 Assessment for Accountability

One important difference in the way high-stakes testing in the USA has developed
in comparison to other parts of the world is in the purpose of the tests. In the USA,
beginning in the 1990s at the state level, and more recently at the national level
with the implementation of NCLB, high-stakes testing has increasingly been used
as a mechanism for introducing greater levels of accountability, at the state, district,
and school levels, for student achievement. The recognition that the tests being used
as a mainstay in the determination of school impact on student learning were nei-
ther designed for that purpose, nor validated for that use has been slow to come,
and only recently have states moved to develop or adopt state-mandated assess-
ments that are explicitly linked to the standards adopted by the state for student
achievement.

As an element in judging school outcomes, test scores are used in two ways
to influence school practices, first by making public the record of performance of
schools on the tests, by way of a “report card” which compares the performance
of schools at similar levels across districts within states, and second by putting
into place sanctions and incentives for schools, based on those report cards. Thus
schools identified as “needing improvement” may be required to provide supple-
mental educational support (SES) to students whose performance lags that of their
peers. Another sanction applied to schools with repeated failure to achieve annual
yearly progress (AYP) is the provision that parents may remove their students from
that school and relocate them to a school of their choice. The ultimate sanction for
consistent failure to achieve AYP is the restructuring or closing of a school.

NCLB mandated that states develop accountability plans, but left it to the states to
design those plans. While school improvement and gains in student achievement are
the intended goals of the legislation, there is very little in the language of the act that
would spell out how schools and states will achieve those gains and improvements.
With the strong focus in the legislation on test score performance, and the man-
date that standardized achievement tests be the tool for accountability, it is perhaps
not surprising that diverse assessment tools associated with formative functions for
learning are not part of the testing landscape. An advocate of alternative assessment
approaches, Richard J. Stiggins, argues:

Politicians routinely ask, How can we use assessment as the basis for doling out rewards
and punishments to increase teacher and student effort? They want to know how we can
intensify the intimidation associated with annual testing so as to force greater achievement.
How we answer these questions will certainly affect schools. But that impact will not always
be positive. . .

School administrators in federal, state, and local education agencies contribute to our
increasingly damaging assessment crisis when they merely bow to politicians’ beliefs and
focus unwaveringly on the question of how to make our test scores go up. . .

We are a nation obsessed with the belief that the path to school improvement is paved
with better, more frequent, and more intense standardized testing. The problem is that such
tests, ostensibly delivered to “leave no student behind,” are in fact causing major segments
of our student population to be left behind because the tests cause many to give up in
hopelessness – just the opposite effect from that which politicians intended. (Stiggins, 2002,
pp. 758–579)
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To date, the goal of most schools is simply to achieve AYP, as represented by
the standardized achievement test results. Because this enterprise is in its infancy,
relatively speaking, expressions of concern over “narrowing” of the curriculum,
over-emphasis on test preparation, or failure of the high-stakes tests to take account
of other, important, but more difficult to assess, learner outcomes have been largely
confined to academics and professional education groups. Despite a wealth of
evidence from past high-stakes testing efforts at the state level that revealed a funda-
mental disconnect between the testing for accountability approach and meaningful
improvements in school outcomes (e.g., Carnoy, 2005; Darling-Hammond, 2004;
Toch, 2006), and despite the emergence of similar evidence relevant to the NCLB
impact (Nichols, Glass, & Berliner, 2005), the political sway of accountability com-
bined with the relative simplicity and cost-effectiveness of standardized testing
largely blunted those concerns while maintaining the ascendancy of standardized
tests. Of course the paradox, as pointed out by Stiggins above and reinforced by
Black and Wiliam (2005), is that the emphasis on accountability as the tool for
raising standards of learning, and the use of standardized tests to measure learning
outcomes, is the greatest obstacle to making gains in student achievement.

The final irony is that it is precisely the demand for accountability which has produced
unprecedented pressure to improve education systems that is likely to be the biggest
impediment to achieving that improvement. (Black & Wiliam, 2005, p. 260)

3.3.3 Standards-Based Assessment

Even before NCLB, with its emphasis on high-stakes testing, school improvement
plans, and state accountability systems, many states had already embarked on signif-
icant reform initiatives in response to the Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994,
which was earlier federal legislation aimed at promoting the adoption of world-class
content standards by the states. A part of the reform was the development of perfor-
mance standards (specifications of what students should know and be able to do in
each content area at each grade level) and standards-based assessments to measure
student attainment of the standards (e.g., Marzano & Kendall, 1996).

Direction for these reforms was taken in many states from the work of the
National Research Council, which offered this description of a successful standards-
based assessment system:

Research suggests that a successful system of standards-based assessment is coherent in
three fundamental ways. Curriculum, instruction, and assessment all align with the stan-
dards, targeting the same goals for learning, and working together to support students’
developing understanding (horizontal coherence). All levels of the system (classroom,
school, district, state) possess a shared vision of the goals of education, of purposes and uses
of assessment, and of the criteria for competent performance (vertical coherence). Finally,
the system needs to take into account how students’ learning develops over time. Learning
progressions, descriptions of successively more sophisticated ways of thinking about an idea
and laying out in words and examples what it means to move toward more expert under-
standing establish developmental coherence (National Research Council, 2005, emphasis
in original).
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In most states that were early, voluntary, adopters of the standards-based initiative,
these assessments were intended to be low-stakes tests for both students and schools,
providing information with which instructional decision-making could be guided.
However, with the implementation of NCLB, achieving world-class standards, and
using mandated, high-stakes examinations to hold schools accountable for achiev-
ing those standards became the context within which almost all testing took place.
Although states continue to have a degree of autonomy in establishing their own
content standards, the National Technical Advisory Council (NTAC) advises the
Secretary of Education and the Assistant Secretary for Elementary and Secondary
Education on matters relating to the approval of the design and implementation
of standards by individual states. Nonetheless, significant variations in standards
occur across states. A study of the standards in three states – California, Georgia,
and Pennsylvania – showed that there were differences, inter alia, in the content
of the academic standards, the difficulty level of their performance standards, and
the methods for calculating AYP and AYP trajectories, and that these differences
stemmed from contextual factors that pre-dated NCLB, such as the state’s prior use
of similar standards-based systems (Hamilton et al., 2007). The scope for variations
has the advantage of allowing states to take local contextual factors into account but
it complicates the national standardization goals of NCBL.

3.4 Assessment for Learning Under NCLB

It is clear that, although NCLB is not mandatory in the states, its provisions for
rewards and punishments, including the threat of withdrawing federal funds from
non-compliant states, has brought about a systemic framework that, at least poten-
tially, works against the principles of assessment practices that are concerned with
formative functions. In a system of high-stakes testing where schools rather than
students are the focus of the testing, and are the ones being held accountable for the
results of the tests, the need for school-based, formative assessment as a component
of the testing program has not been identified as a priority. Indeed, when the impetus
behind the testing program is a suspicion that schools have somehow failed to fulfill
their mandate to provide quality educational experiences to their students, and must
be held accountable through the results of these tests, it should not be surprising that
schools and teachers would not be seen as appropriate partners in the enterprise.

Alternative assessments, such as teacher observation of students, portfolios
of student work produced during regular classroom instruction, and student per-
formance in standardized tasks, are recognized by the NTAC for students with
particular cognitive learning difficulties, provided that such assessments are aligned
with state standards. Otherwise, there has been little scope within NCLB frame-
works for alternative assessments. In an analysis of state assessment programs
conducted in 2001 (Goertz, Duffy, & Le Floch, 2001), local assessments were found
to be relatively rare among the states, and for most states that had any local assess-
ment component, the component was most often a standardized achievement test
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adopted at the district, rather than the state level. However, one direct response to
NCLB has been the emergence of school-based assessment to take on that very role,
primarily as a mechanism for identifying those students at greatest risk of “failing”
to make AYP on the end-of-the-year standardized tests (Black & Wiliam, 2005;
Olson, 2005; Popham, 2006a, 2006b). Also referred to as benchmark assessments
or interim assessment systems, in many instances these “formative assessments” are
simply repackaged versions of the end-of-the-year high-stakes tests intended to be
administered at various times earlier in the year to detect students who may be lag-
ging (Popham, 2006b). Increasingly these tests are being developed and marketed
by third parties, and have come to represent a growth industry, as schools, desperate
to achieve their AYP goals, search for whatever means may be available to them to
raise student test scores.

However, as Popham (2006a, 2006b) points out, in many instances the diagnos-
tic utility of these tests is very limited, and their use in genuinely formative fashion
is rare. Quoted in an article by Olson (2005), Robert Slavin observed, “If you’re
looking, as you should be, at the full range of development that you want kids to
engage in, you’re going to have to look at their work products, their compositions,
their math problem-solving, their science and social-studies performance.” While
the practice of interim assessments appears to be growing among the schools (par-
ticularly schools struggling to achieve AYP), and does in a general way represent
school-based assessment, it fails in several important respects to accomplish many
of the aims associated with the concept in other parts of the world (broadening the
base of curriculum being assessed, promoting assessment for learning, contextualiz-
ing assessment of performance skills in authentic settings, embedding assessments
within the learning experience). What it does seem to represent is at best, an align-
ment of assessments occurring in the school setting with those being administered
as the accountability measures, designed to support student achievement of learning
outcomes represented on the high-stakes tests.

While most states opted for the use of traditional testing instruments (standard-
ized achievement tests, multiple choice item formats), some states chose to employ
less-traditional assessment systems, including the use of portfolios and performance
assessments embedded within the learning activities in the schools. Cromey and
Hanson (2000) reported on schools in Michigan, one state that had begun the process
of reforming its schools several years earlier. In their study, two groups of schools
were selected, one group that had well-developed school-based student assessment
systems and a second group, matched on important school and student characteris-
tics, that had less well-developed assessment systems. The purpose of the study was
to identify those features of the schools with well-developed systems that distin-
guished them from the schools with less well-developed systems. Several significant
differences were noted. The schools with well-developed systems:

• aligned their local curriculum, standards, and assessments to the state content
standards

• analyzed assessment results to monitor student progress.
• used state assessment results to check the validity of local assessment systems
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• used assessment results to evaluate the efficacy of local curriculum and instruc-
tional practices

• limited the number of student assessments used to those that are purposeful and
can be aligned to local curriculum and state standards

• allocated time for teachers to collaborate, reflect and make data-based decisions-
individually or in teams- based upon student assessment data and their instruc-
tional implications.

In some states high-stakes tests for high-school graduation have been supplanted
by end-of-course (EOC) examinations. The best-known EOC examinations are the
Advanced Placement, New York Regents, and International Baccalaureate examina-
tions. Fifteen states include, or will soon include, EOC examinations as part of their
high school assessment systems. Unlike traditional high school graduation exami-
nations that might be administered at any grade level from grade 10 to grade 12, and
might focus on learning outcomes associated with grades 8 through 12, and unlike
standardized achievement tests that might focus at a specific grade level, but would
typically assess across a range of subjects with relatively few items per subject, the
EOC examination is a purpose-designed examination that, as its name suggests, is
administered at the end of the course, making it grade and subject specific. However,
like the exit examinations, they are administered by a third party rather than the
teacher and, as such, allow comparability among schools and courses. Advocates of
such tests argue that they offer a better basis for judging student achievement in the
various subjects included in the high school curriculum, and unlike the other test
formats, can provide a more valid source of evidence of student achievement in the
particular subjects taken. While EOC examinations represent an approach taken in
some states to address some of the problems found to be associated with traditional
high-stakes testing, they nevertheless fall short as “school-based assessments” in
most important respects. Although they can serve to “broaden” the curriculum by
testing in many subjects, and can represent tasks that involve more complex learner
outcomes than are commonly found on traditional standardized achievement tests,
they are not carried out by teachers, in schools, and the tasks which are set for stu-
dents are not embedded in their learning, and consequently cannot serve as the basis
for supporting learning and providing constructive feedback on that learning.

One state that has developed a form of school-based student assessment mod-
eled on those principles is Vermont. Quoting from the Vermont “Core Principles”
document,

The Vermont School Quality Standards call for a balance of both classroom based and
school based assessment. At the classroom level, formative assessment reflects individual
student “learning in progress”. Beyond the classroom, the school based system needs to
generate feedback that enables teachers and other members of the educational community to
determine consistency in meeting shared expectations for student learning across all classes
and grade levels. A comprehensive assessment system encompasses both classroom and
school-based assessments. (Vermont Department of Education & Standards & Assessment,
2006, p. 1)

Another important feature of the Vermont School Quality Standards is the role of
collaboration. To again quote from the core principles document,
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Most importantly, teachers, administrators, and other members of the school community
need to engage collaboratively in the decision making process, with ongoing dialogue about
the relationship between learning goals and assessment. Finding the time and opportunity
for collaboration is a significant challenge for a school. When such dialogue becomes part of
the school’s culture, significant rewards come in the form of continuity, professional devel-
opment and improved student learning. (Vermont Department of Education & Standards &
Assessment, 2006, p. 1)

Perhaps the most visible example of a state committed to local, school-based assess-
ment is Nebraska (Nebraska Department of Education, 1999), with its STARS
(School-based, Teacher-led, Assessment & Reporting System). Nebraska was the
only state to successfully resist the NCLB mandate to base accountability deci-
sions on nationally recognized standardized tests of achievement, largely due to
its aggressive moves to demonstrate that its existing system of school-based assess-
ments were capable of producing valid and reliable evidence of student achievement
(Roschewski, Isernhagen, & Dappen, 2006). Nebraska’s 517 school districts design
their own assessment systems which include a portfolio of teachers’ classroom
assessments, district tests that measure how well children are meeting locally
developed learning standards, a state writing test and at least one nationally stan-
dardized test. The last component was not originally part of the STARS program,
but was instead part of the compromise Nebraska reached with the US Department
of Education which allowed it to retain its assessment and accountability sys-
tem. Nebraska teachers at the district level worked to align their curriculum and
assessment practices to the state content standards. Standards-based classrooms are
achieved as each teacher clearly articulates the learning targets, aligns instruction to
the learning targets within each of the content standards, and assesses whether or
not students are meeting the targets outlined by the content standards.

To ensure quality in the locally developed and administered assessments, each
year a District Assessment portfolio, which includes a sample of actual assess-
ments used in the classrooms at each grade level, is assembled and submitted to the
Nebraska Department of Education. Department of Education personnel, working
with consultants from the Buros Center for Testing, examine the assessment mate-
rials and evaluate them against 6 quality assessment criteria. In a recent evaluation
of the STARS assessments, Brookhart (1999), noted that generally the alignment
of teacher developed assessments to state content standards was good, although the
reliability of teachers’ judgments of student outcomes using those assessments was
uneven, with teachers able to reach consensus in mathematics more consistently
than in reading (the two areas assessed).

3.5 Recent Developments

For at least the past 30 years, changes in educational policy in the USA, partic-
ularly at the national level, have been driven by ideological views of the proper
role of the national government, as well as the proper role of public education.
Many of the mandates associated with NCLB reflected a conservative ideology
that tended to view public education and its employees as fundamentally flawed
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and responsible for many of the failings in American society. With a significant
change in national leadership (in both legislative houses as well as the executive)
in the most recent rounds of national elections, some of that ideology is beginning
to shift. While support for the major tenets of NCLB seems to remain relatively
solid, there is evidence of at least some rethinking of the rigidity of some aspects
of the assessment component of the legislation. One such shift has been the move
by the Department of Education to allow more states to propose alternative models
for achieving the aims of the legislation. Although the reliance on high-stakes test-
ing aligned to state educational standards remains a constant, such alternatives as
end-of-course examinations are being allowed.

Another major development has been the proposal of a “value-added” model
for judging student achievement and school/teacher impact on student learning
(Shurtleff & Loredo, 2008). The value-added model essentially uses a sophisticated
statistical modeling approach to predict the test-score performance of each child,
allowing for the impact of individual differences as well as past test performance.
By “controlling” for those factors, the argument is that it becomes possible to detect
the impact of instruction on the performance of the students on the test. Of course, all
this arises from the underlying purpose of finding a way to hold individual teachers
accountable for their impact on the learners in their classes, and so, unfortunately, it
has proved controversial among educators.

Finally, in 2009, the US Department of Education introduced a new initiative
referred to as “Race to the Top”, which provided a multi-billion dollar competitive
grant to the states to promote educational innovations and reform (US Department
of Education, 2009). While the purposes of the grant are to encourage educational
excellence and the improvement of underachieving schools, one controversial pro-
vision has been the requirement that states tie teacher pay and retention to the
performance of their students on the state’s high-stakes tests. “Race to the Top”
and “value-added assessment” actually work hand-in-hand, as the one represents
the means whereby the other is proposed to be achieved.

3.6 Conclusions

Even before NCLB, with its emphasis on high-stakes testing, school improvement
plans, and state accountability systems, many states had already embarked on sig-
nificant reform initiatives aimed at promoting the adoption of world-class content
standards by the states. Even in those states like Vermont and Nebraska, where
significant commitment to an assessment system that performs diverse functions
has been in evidence, the use of the assessment results is problematic (because
they are being used to judge the quality of the school and teachers, in addition to
appraising the competence of the students) even if the rationale (assessment that sup-
ports learning) and the assessment approach (portfolios, performance assessments)
may represent shared qualities. Unfortunately, these examples are the exception,
with more evidence of states and school districts rushing to adopt “formative
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assessment” systems that represent little more than “early warning systems” for
student difficulties in achieving AYP (Sharkey & Murnane, 2006).

Although most educational experts and assessment experts endorse the sorts
of approaches taken in Nebraska and Vermont (e.g., Darling-Hammond, 2004;
McMunn, McCloskey, & Butler, 2004; Shepard, 2000; Sirotnik, 2002; Wilson &
Sloan, 2000), the reality is that as pressure grows on schools to make their annual
yearly progress on the standardized achievement tests, the “oxygen” needed to
simultaneously support the more educationally sound school-based assessment
systems is likely to disappear (e.g., Mitchell, 1997).

What is perhaps most interesting to note is the comparative enthusiasm and sup-
port shown by professional education organizations and teachers in the USA for
school-based, formative assessment systems. Perhaps this is in part because many
US schools and teachers have had more than a decade of experience with standards-
based assessment, but very limited experience with national examinations (and the
attendant pressures to shape the curriculum to those examinations). More likely, the
attitudes of US teachers are being shaped by the accountability focus of the high-
stakes tests, which places them in the unenviable position of being held responsible
for the achievement of high levels of proficiency by all learners, irrespective of
contextual factors, levels of resources, or any other considerations.

It has become something of a truism in the assessment community that “assess-
ment drives curriculum”, and the higher the stakes associated with the assessment,
the more strongly the assessment will determine the priorities of schools, teachers,
and students in matters of curriculum choices, instructional practices, classroom
assessment approaches, and learning strategies. So long as the stakes associated
with performance on public examinations are as high as they are, it will be difficult
to create a climate conducive to meaningful school-based assessment. Classroom
teachers are in some cases retreating from assessment for learning practices (often at
the direction of school leaders) out of a fear that they will not be preparing students
for the types of assessment and learning outcomes reflected on the high-stakes tests.
School-based assessment, as it is conceived in some settings elsewhere, as a means
of enhancing the validity of the traditional public examinations while supporting
assessment for learning approaches in the classroom, is not part of the high-stakes
assessment equation in the vast majority of US states.

In those few states, school districts, and individual schools where a commitment
to an assessment model in which teachers collect and use evidence of student learn-
ing to support their learning, where the assessments are “authentic” and extended,
and embedded in meaningful learning activities, where students actively partici-
pate in the learning, and the assessment of that learning, it seems inevitable that
those schools will find themselves under greater pressure each year to focus more
explicitly on achieving those NCLB mandated targets, reflected in test scores, at the
expense of focusing on the learning. Because it has been demonstrated that schools
that focus their efforts on increasing test scores on a specific test do typically see test
score rise on that test, without producing a commensurate increase in the underlying
learning, the practices that lead to that increase (drilling on the test/practicing test-
taking, modeling classroom assessments on the high-stakes tests, de-emphasizing or
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eliminating subjects in the curriculum not represented on the test, focusing instruc-
tion on the types of learning outcomes, usually lower-level, represented on the tests)
will be difficult to resist, particularly for schools that serve student groups that
traditionally under-perform on standardized achievement tests.

One implication of the US experience has to do with the use of high-stakes tests
for holding schools and teachers directly accountable for student test performance.
Tests that began as “monitoring” mechanisms eventually evolved into “accountabil-
ity” tools. In the USA, much of the impetus behind accountability testing has been
political, and those winds have begun to shift with a change in national adminis-
trations. It is unlikely though that the role of standardized achievement tests will
diminish significantly in the foreseeable future, nor that the role of school-based
assessment, as a formal part of accountability will necessarily rise. More promising
is the prospect for assessment for learning practices at the classroom level to grow
as schools become disillusioned with the “quick-fix” strategies that can only pro-
duce short-term and superficial results, especially for those student subgroups that
are traditionally least successful in standardized testing situations.
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