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Oversight: DOE’s State Test Score Results for 2010

On September 27, 2010, the Committee on Education, chaired by Council Member Robert Jackson, will hold an oversight hearing on the New York City Department of Education’s State Test Score Results for 2010.  Representatives from the DOE, State Education Department, union leaders, advocates, parents and students have been invited to testify.  

Background

In July 2010, the New York State Education Department (SED) released the latest English Language Arts (ELA) and math test scores for students in grades 3 through 8 statewide.  The new scores showed a dramatic decline in the number of students who met or exceeded proficiency.  For City students, the overall decrease for 3rd to 8th graders in ELA was more than 26 points, with approximately 69% passing in 2009 compared to just over 42% this year.  In math, the decrease was even greater – from a passing rate of approximately 82% in 2009 to 54% in 2010, a drop of almost 28 points.  The plummeting scores result from a recalibration of the passing cut off score by the State, which will be described in greater detail in a later section.  

Although standardized testing has been around for some time, it has become increasingly more high stakes since the implementation of the federal No Child Left Behind Act (NLCB) in 2002.  NCLB has had a far-reaching impact in public schools across the United States.  This legislation affects what students are taught, what tests students take, what type of training teachers receive and the way money is spent on education.
   NCLB requires that states develop and report on measures of student proficiency in ELA, math, and on a third indicator. 
  In New York State, the third indicator is science at the elementary/middle school level and graduation rate at the secondary level.


Historically, New York City students have scored relatively poorly on these exams compared to their counterparts in other school districts statewide. Yet, in recent years, the DOE has reported huge gains by New York City’s students.  Unfortunately, the scores released in July 2010 show a sharp decline which seems to be directly related to the New York State Board of Regents raising the level of what is considered proficient.  The scores may continue to decline as the State plans to make statewide exams more difficult in the upcoming year.  Additionally, the racial achievement gap has grown since last year for City students.

Today’s hearing will focus on the 2010 State test scores and DOE’s response to the decline.  The Committee will also examine City student achievement levels and DOE’s testing policies and will consider stakeholder concerns about how well those policies are working and recommendations for improvements.  What follows is a brief description of federal, State and City testing policies; more details on the new test scores; information on standardized testing; and some issues and concerns.

National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)

The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), which is commonly referred to as the Nation’s Report Card, is the only nationally representative assessment that tests students knowledge in a variety of subject areas.  The assessment is conducted periodically in math, reading, science, writing, the arts, civics, economics, geography, and U.S. history.
  National NAEP reports information for the nation and the specific geographic regions of the country for students in grades 4, 8 and 12 and includes students in both public and private schools.
  NAEP assessments are administered uniformly using the same testing materials nationwide and serve as a common metric for all states and selected urban districts.
  Generally, the NAEP stays the same from year to year and provides results on subject matter achievement, instructional experiences, school environment, and student demographics.


The results of the 2010 NAEP assessments revealed that New York City students in grade 4 showed some improvement in reading, however reading scores for students in grade 8 remained relatively flat.  Moreover, in both grades 4 and 8, students scored well below the national and state averages for the test.
  On the math assessment, students in grades 4 and 8 showed some improvement, however, in both grades, students have consistently scored below the national average over the past several years.
  According to a New York Times article, among 4th graders in New York State public schools, 36% are at or above the proficient level in reading, and 71% are at or above the basic level.
  In New York City, 29% of 4th graders are at or above proficiency, and 62% are at or above basic level.
  According to the NAEP test, New York City students have “shown no significant improvement since they began taking it in 2003…the lack of improvement held true across ethnic groups and also among lower–income students.”

New York State Testing Policies and Changes

In July of 2010, Regents Chancellor Merryl Tisch and Education Commissioner David Steiner announced that the cut scores for grades 3 to8 math and English assessments were set to new proficiency standards redefined to align them with college-ready performance.  The new proficiency standards are based on a review of research that analyzed how the state tests relate to the NAEP exam, the Regents exams, and first-year performance in college.
  Now, the 8th grade level 3 score is set to represent that students scoring at this level have a 75% chance that they will score at a college-ready level on their high school Regents exams.
  The grade 3 to 7 proficiency scores represent that a student making a year’s worth of developmental growth for math and ELA will be on track to achieve proficiency in grade 8.
  The proficiency scores for level 3 (the passing score) went from a 650 (for grades 3 to 8 in both ELA and math) to the following new cut scores:

	Grade
	Math 
	ELA 

	8
	673
	658

	7
	670
	664

	6
	674
	662

	5
	674
	666

	4
	676
	668

	3
	684
	662


The new proficiency standard, as applied, resulted in a significant decrease in the number of students who met or exceeded the new math and ELA proficiency standards.


The Board of Regents has agreed to hold school districts financially harmless in 2010-2011 and has approved greater flexibility for meeting Academic Intervention Services (AIS) requirements.
  Specifically, for the 2010-11 school year only, AIS regulations have been adjusted so that cut scores by which students are mandated to receive AIS will be identical to the 2009 cut scores that required students to receive AIS.
  Commissioner Steiner has also announced that he will ask the US Department of Education to allow schools and districts that would have made adequate yearly progress (AYP) had the proficiency standard not been raised, to get credit for making AYP for the year 2009-2010.

DOE’s 2010 State Test Score Results 
English Language Arts

Citywide, ELA test scores dropped from 68.8% deemed proficient in 2009 to 42.4% in 2010, a difference of 26.4 percentage points.
  The table below shows the changes in ELA test scores for City students from 2006 – 2010:

	Percent of 3rd - 8th Grade Students Meeting or Exceeding State Standards in ELA

(Scoring at Levels 3 & 4) for 2006 – 2010*

	2006
	50.7

	2007
	50.8

	2008
	57.6

	2009
	68.8

	2010
	42.4


*Prior to 2006 the State only tested 4th & 8th graders, making comparisons for grades 3 to 8 before that time impossible.


The new test scores also show that the City’s racial “achievement gap” has actually increased.  On the 2009 ELA exam, 62.9% of black students in grades 3 to 8 received a passing score compared to 84.8% of white students – a gap of 21.9 points.  In 2010, only 32.6% of black students passed, compared to 64.1% of white students – a gap of 31.5 points.  A similar widening of the gap occurred for Hispanic students.  On the 2009 ELA test, 62% of Hispanic 3rd - 8th graders met proficiency standards compared to 84.8% of white students – a gap of 22.8 points.  In 2010, just 33.7% of Hispanic students passed, compared to 64.1% of white students – a gap of 30.4 points.  

Mathematics

The decline in math scores from last year was even steeper, with a drop from 81.8% of the City’s 3rd through 8th graders deemed proficient in 2009 to 54% in 2010, a decrease of 27.8 points.
  The table below shows the changes in math test scores for City students from 2006 – 2010:

	Percent of 3rd - 8th Grade Students Meeting or Exceeding State Standards in Math

(Scoring at Levels 3 & 4) for 2006 – 2010*

	2006
	56.9

	2007
	65.1

	2008
	74.3

	2009
	81.8

	2010
	54.0


*Prior to 2006 the State only tested 4th & 8th graders, making comparisons for grades 3 to 8 before that time impossible.

In math, too, the latest test scores reveal that the City’s racial achievement gap has grown.  On the 2009 math exam, 75% of black students in grades 3 to 8 received a passing score compared to 92.2% of white students – a gap of 17.2 points.  In 2010, only 40.4% of black students passed, compared to 74.5% of white students – a gap of 34.1 points.  A widening of the gap also occurred for Hispanic students.  On the 2009 math test, 78.5% of Hispanic students met proficiency compared to 92.2% of white students – a gap of 13.7 points.  In 2010, just 46.2% of Hispanic students passed, compared to 74.5% of white students – a gap of 28.3 points.  

DOE’s Test Policies 
Currently, all 3rd through 8th graders in City public schools take yearly ELA and math tests to assess their mastery of New York State Learning Standards.
  Prior to 2006, state tests were administered only in Grades 4 and 8 and citywide tests were administered in Grades 3, 5, 6, and 7.

The number of correct answers a student gives on a State test is converted into the student’s “scale score” which makes it possible to compare test performance across different grades.
  Scale scores are divided into four performance levels: students who score at level 1 or 2 have not met standards and may not be promoted to the next grade level; students who score at level 3 or 4 have met or exceeded State Learning Standards.
  
According to DOE, teachers and principals use individual student ELA and math test results to help make decisions about whether or not a student will be promoted to the next grade level, and to place students in summer school.
  Educators also use test results to assign students to the appropriate classes and to identify areas where the student needs extra help or more challenging material.  Finally, teachers and principals also use the results from the whole class, grade, or school to identify areas where they can improve instruction.

In addition to measuring student achievement, DOE uses State ELA and math test scores as the foundation of their accountability system, including to evaluate schools (via Progress Report grades); make decisions on school closings; determine cash bonuses for principals and teachers; and as a factor in principal and teacher evaluations and tenure decisions.  

Overall, 85% of the Progress Report grade for elementary and middle schools is based on State ELA and math test scores (25% on “Performance” defined as students’ current year scores, and 60% on “Progress” which measures student improvement in test scores from the prior year).
  Based on these test-driven Progress Reports, schools that get low grades also face consequences such as leadership changes or closure.

Progress Reports are also grounds for rewards, including cash bonuses for principals, assistant principals and teachers.
  Under the School-wide Performance Bonus Program, principals are eligible for bonuses ranging from $7,000 to $25,000 and assistant principals are eligible for 50% of the amount for principals.
  Additionally, schools that meet Progress Report targets receive bonus awards equivalent to $3,000 for each full-time UFT staff member and schools that meet at least 75% of their targets receive bonus payouts of $1,500 for each full-time UFT staff member.
  These bonuses add up to millions of dollars each year.
Principal evaluations and job security are also dependent in large measure on test-based Progress Report grades.  Principals are required to sign a contract in which they agree to be held accountable (including the possibility of losing their job) for Principal Performance Review goals “informed by” their school’s Progress Report targets.
  

Test scores will also soon be used as a factor in teacher evaluations.  At the end of May 2010, the State enacted legislation to implement a new evaluation system “designed to measure teacher and principal effectiveness based on performance, including measures of student achievement.”
  Under the new system, evaluations of teachers and principals would generate a single “composite effectiveness” score, 40% of which would be based on student achievement measures.
  The evaluations would have to be made a significant factor in employment decisions, including promotion, retention, tenure determination, termination, and supplemental compensation.
  The statute provides for a phase-in of the new evaluation system, beginning in the 2011-2012 school year, and will apply first to ELA and math teachers – for whom the grades 3 to 8 state assessments are available – and their principals.
 

Standardized Testing

A standardized test is one that is administered under controlled conditions that specify where, when, how and for how long children may respond to the questions or “prompts”.
 Standardized testing has been used to measure student achievement in the U.S. for decades and arguments for and against this type of testing have been around just as long.  Proponents of standardized testing argue it’s valuable in collecting data that can be the first step towards improving schools and that testing all students is the most accurate way to measure school effectiveness.
  Supporters also believe that disadvantaged students can be better served by holding their schools accountable when they perform poorly on tests. 

Opponents of standardized testing list a litany of reasons why these tests are not only inaccurate but, as some believe, harmful.  Some contend that tests can contain culturally biased content that may be unfamiliar to minorities and recent immigrants and, for students with learning disabilities or who process information differently, the nature of the test itself may be unfair.
 They argue that such tests do not adequately measure student and school performance, and that judging or penalizing schools with low test scores results in even fewer resources for the students who need them most.
    

Critics have particularly condemned the use of standardized tests for making important “high stakes” education decisions for students, such as promotion or graduation, as well as sanctions or rewards for schools and educators, including school closings and firings, promotions or bonuses for principals and teachers.  The National Center for Fair & Open Testing (FairTest) maintains that high stakes testing 1) is unfair to many students; 2) leads to increased grade retention and dropping out; 3) produces teaching to the test; 4) drives out good teachers; and 5) misinforms the public.

Besides cultural bias, FairTest calls high stakes tests unfair to many students (primarily low-income) who attend poorly-funded schools with large class sizes, inadequate teachers, books, computers, libraries, labs, and other facilities that affect their opportunity to pass the test.
  They also argue that many students suffer from test anxiety and don’t do well on standardized tests, resulting in inaccurately lower scores.  In sum, FairTest contends that high-stakes tests punish students for things beyond their control and students end up being held accountable while the system is not.

Opponents of high stakes testing also assert that holding students back, or grade retention, is counterproductive, as students who are retained generally do not improve academically, suffer a loss of interest in school and are more likely to drop out.  

“Teaching to the test” refers to notion that the higher the stakes, the more schools will focus instruction on what is on the tests.  As a result, what is not tested often is not taught.  Charges of “teaching to the test” have escalated since NCLB mandated that all schools bring all students up to proficiency or face loss of federal funding or closure.  NCLB requires proficiency to be measured in ELA and math, but allows states to develop their own tests.  Critics charge there’s a strong incentive for states to develop tests that will make it easier for them to meet federal standards, and to push teachers to spend increasing amounts of time preparing students for the tests, and less time on things not on the tests.

Educators blame NCLB for a narrowing of the curriculum observed in schools throughout the U.S., with more time being spent on ELA and math and less time on science, social studies, the arts and physical education.  Many critics charge that American schools are increasingly becoming little more than test-prep factories.  This type of instruction, they claim, is ineffective and turns off students and teachers alike.
While it’s widely agreed that good teachers are essential for students to obtain a quality education, critics maintain that high stakes testing drives out good teachers who are fed up with the overemphasis on testing.  Focusing on test-prep rather than authentic instruction and learning also hampers efforts to recruit the "best and brightest" into teaching, critics believe.  In addition, using test scores as the basis of school and teacher accountability discourages good teachers from working in low-performing schools where the best teachers are needed most. 

One of the most cited reasons for testing students is to provide information to the public on how well schools are doing, so that we can hold them accountable.  However, critics maintain that teaching to the test causes score inflation (score gains that don’t represent actual improvements in learning) which misleads the public into thinking schools are improving, when they may not be.  In fact, many contend that schools have gotten worse because of the narrowing of the curriculum and too much time spent on test-prep, rather than problem solving and higher order thinking skills, resulting in a less rich and well-rounded education.

One of critics’ most compelling arguments against high stakes testing is the principle known as “Campbell’s Law,” named after social scientist Donald Campbell, who found that, “The more any quantitative social indicator is used for social decision making, the more subject it will be to corruption pressures and the more apt it will be to distort and corrupt the social processes it is intended to monitor.”
  Specifically, on the issue of education testing he wrote, “when test scores become the goal of the teaching process, they both lose their value as indicators of educational status and distort the educational process in undesirable ways.”
  In fact, growing evidence of narrowing of the curriculum, test score inflation, increasing reports of cheating
 and others abuses bear this out.

Issues and Concerns
In New York, critics have long been skeptical about the reliability and credibility of State test data.
  The growing gap between rapidly rising State test scores and essentially flat NAEP scores in recent years prompted the Regents to recognize that there was a problem and approve an outside analysis of its ELA and math test scores by Harvard researchers.  Testing expert Daniel Koretz, the lead researcher, called some of the state’s rapid progress “illusory.”
  According to Koretz, “You can have exaggerated progress over all that creates very high pass rates. It doesn’t seem logical to call those kids proficient.”
  Based on the research findings, State education officials acknowledged that test scores had become inflated.  Regents Chancellor Merryl H. Tisch commented, “Now that we are facing the hard truth that not all of the gains were as advertised, we have to take a look at what we can do differently.”
  The State responded by raising the score needed to pass its ELA and math tests, with the predictable result that many fewer students passed.  Yet, many on both sides of the testing issue support the State’s decision to raise the bar.

City officials have long supported the notion of higher performance standards for students, so the mayor and chancellor welcomed the State’s decision to raise the bar.  However, unlike State officials, Mayor Bloomberg and Chancellor Klein have refused to acknowledge that any of the previously reported huge student gains were inflated.
  Instead, the mayor and chancellor’s statements suggest that NYC students have been making vast improvement all along and continue to do well.  In a press release responding to the 2010 State Math and ELA test scores, Mayor Bloomberg stated, “This year’s scores maintained the major progress we have made raising student achievement levels in recent years,…[s]ince 2002, we’ve seen an ongoing trend with New York City students outperforming students in school districts throughout the State.”
  Chancellor Klein said, “After substantial progress since 2002, our kids should be proud. By any measure, on both the state tests and the highly respected National Assessment of Educational Progress, New York City students have far outpaced students in the rest of the state.”
  In a letter to parents Chancellor Klein wrote:
As you know, we have made dramatic progress over the last several years. But this year, the State changed the way the tests were graded. As you may have heard, the State now holds students to a considerably higher bar compared to previous years. As a result, a score that last year was high enough to earn a rating of 3, or “proficient,” may only have earned a rating of 2, or “basic,” this year. The tougher grading system resulted in a significant drop in overall ratings across the entire State and here in the City. However, despite the drop in overall ratings, our students this year generally earned ELA and math scores that were consistent with last year’s results and, in some cases, were even better than last year. (emphasis added)

In that same letter, he also made the following statement and commitment to parents:
If we had today’s State test results at the time summer school decisions had to be made, additional students would have qualified for summer school. Since these results were not available in time to place these students in summer school, they will instead receive additional support during the school year to ensure they master the content and skills necessary to succeed in their current grades.  (emphasis added)

While most critics concede that the more reliable national NAEP scores show some modest progress over the past 8 years, if not the huge gains claimed by the Administration, they are concerned that the continued overreliance on these ELA and math tests for accountability and high stakes decisions will harm students’ education and further mislead the public about student achievement and school effectiveness.  

The most immediate concern of parents and advocates is for the welfare of students whose lives have been negatively impacted by the recalibration of State test scores.  There are over 109,000 more City students not meeting State standards this year in ELA alone.
  Despite Chancellor Klein’s commitment in his letter to parents, there is considerable concern that he won’t be able to live up to his pledge to provide assistance to so many more failing students in a year when school budgets have been cut by 4%. At the same time, as noted above, the State has given districts a one-year waiver from the usual requirement to provide extra help to all students who don’t meet proficiency standards.  Recent press reports already reveal a negative impact on some students who were originally notified they had been promoted, only to have those decisions rescinded and told they’ve been held back - including some students who have attended high school for several weeks and are now informed that they must return to their old school to repeat 8th grade.

A number of parent and advocacy organizations have joined together to form the “Save Our Schools” (S.O.S.) campaign in response to the precipitous drop in the number of City students passing the ELA and math tests, which they deem an “education emergency.”  These advocates are calling on DOE to: provide intensive interventions for all students who scored in Levels 1 and 2; suspend all high-stakes policy decisions based on standardized test scores for one year and establish a revised accountability system based on reliable multiple measures; and provide additional support to the city’s most struggling schools.
  In this latter category, S.O.S. claims that there are now 369 schools (36% of all schools) where two-thirds or more of students are not meeting State standards in ELA compared to 5 such schools in 2009.

Conclusion
At today’s hearing, the Committee will examine the DOE’s State Test Score Results for 2010 in greater detail.  The Committee will also hear from experts, parents, advocates, unions and others regarding concerns over DOE’s State Test Score Results for 2010 and recommendations for improvements related to testing.  
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