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1

1

Introduction

The National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) has earned a
reputation as one of the nation’s best measures of student achievement in
key subject areas. Since its inception in 1969, NAEP has summarized aca-
demic performance for the nation as a whole and, beginning in 1990, for
the individual states.  Increasingly, NAEP results get the attention of the
press, the public, and policy makers. With this increasing prominence have
come calls for reporting NAEP results below the national and state levels.
Some education leaders argue that NAEP can provide important and useful
information to local educators and policy makers.  They want NAEP to
serve as a district-level indicator of educational progress and call for NAEP
results to be summarized at the school district level.

At the same time, others have called for simpler, more intuitive and
meaningful reporting of NAEP results.  Advisers to the National Assess-
ment Governing Board (NAGB) and the National Center for Educational
Statistics (NCES) have proposed the use of market-basket reporting meth-
ods as one means to accomplish this. Market-basket reporting would allow
results to be reported as percentages of items correct on sets of representa-
tive items. As part of their evaluation of NAEP, the National Research
Council’s Committee on the Evaluation of National and State Assessments
of Educational Progress stressed the need for clear and comprehensible re-
porting metrics that would simplify the interpretation of results and en-
dorsed the concept of market-basket reporting for NAEP  (National Re-
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2 REPORTING DISTRICT-LEVEL NAEP DATA

search Council, 1999a). Market-basket reporting would provide an easier-
to-understand picture of students’ academic accomplishments.

 In pursuit of improved reporting and use of test results, NAEP’s stew-
ards are exploring the feasibility and potential impact of district-level and
market-basket reporting practices. Accordingly, at the request of the U.S.
Department of Education, the National Research Council established the
Committee on NAEP Reporting Practices to examine the feasibility and
potential impact of district-level and market-basket reporting practices.
Because these two topics are intertwined, the committee is examining them
in tandem, focusing first on district-level reporting.

During the course of the study, the committee is seeking to answer the
following questions regarding district-level reporting for NAEP:

(1) What are the characteristics of district-level NAEP?
(2)  If implemented, what information needs might it serve?
(3) What is the degree of interest in participating in district-level

NAEP? What factors would influence interest?
(4) Would district-level NAEP pose any threats to the validity of in-

ferences from national and state NAEP?
(5) What are the implications of district-level reporting for other state

and local assessment programs?

To begin to address these questions, the committee convened the
Workshop on District-Level Reporting for NAEP on September 16 and
17, 1999.   Although this workshop relates to one of the committee’s
charges, it was not intended to bring closure on issues related to district-
level NAEP.  The committee’s work will continue with a workshop on
market-basket reporting in February 2000, and joint consideration of the
two issues will be taken up in the final report.

WORKSHOP ON DISTRICT-LEVEL REPORTING

The purpose of the National Research Council’s Workshop on Dis-
trict-Level Reporting for NAEP was to explore with various stakeholders
their interest in and perceptions regarding the likely impacts of district-
level reporting. NCES has, to date, had two experiences with district-level
reporting.  In 1996, NCES contacted several of the larger school districts in
the country to gauge their interest in receiving district-level results.  The
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INTRODUCTION 3

data collected by these districts could potentially meet the requirements for
district-level reporting through augmentation of the state NAEP samples,
although there would be a fee associated with the augmentation proce-
dures.   In 1998, NCES identified several districts that met the sample size
requirements “naturally” as a result of the state NAEP sampling proce-
dures; these districts are referred to as the “naturally occurring districts.”
Additional details on these experiences with district-level reporting appear
in Chapter 2.

The workshop consisted of four panels, each with a specific goal. The
opening panel was designed to provide broad context for the two-days of
workshop discussions.  This panel explored the purposes that district-level
reporting might serve, discussed who might use the results and how they
might be used, and highlighted the key issues that should be considered.
Panelists included two individuals who had earlier authored papers discuss-
ing the advantages and disadvantages of “below-state” reporting for NAEP
as well as representatives from the Council of Chief State School Officers
and the Council of Great City Schools.  A representative from a district
that would qualify for receiving NAEP results served as the discussant.

The second panel provided an opportunity for the committee and
workshop participants to hear several state assessment directors discuss the
impact that state NAEP has had on their state and local education policy,
instruction, and assessment. The concerns that have been expressed regard-
ing district-level reporting at previous committee meetings and elsewhere
parallel those considered when state NAEP was implemented in 1990.
Thus, the committee thought it would be useful to reflect on the lessons
learned from state NAEP as they consider the likely impact of district-level
reporting.  The presenters focused on the ways in which state NAEP has
affected their assessment and instructional programs, the types of compari-
sons made between NAEP results and state and local assessment results,
and what happens when results from various assessments portray differing
pictures of achievement.  The states represented on this panel were Colo-
rado, Connecticut, Nevada, and Washington.  Steve Dunbar, a member of
the National Research Council’s earlier Committee on the Evaluation
of National and State Assessments of Educational Progress, served as the
discussant.

The third panel brought together district and state assessment direc-
tors to discuss their interests in district-level results, the types of informa-
tion district-level NAEP would provide, the ways in which district-level
results might be used, factors that would bear on their decisions to partici-
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4 REPORTING DISTRICT-LEVEL NAEP DATA

pate, and issues regarding who should make participation and score release
decisions.  This panel had four subpanels: the first three subpanels included
representatives from naturally occurring districts; each subpanel paired a
district representative with a representative from the respective state assess-
ment office, and each speaker addressed the issues in turn.  The final
subpanel consisted of representatives from districts that had expressed in-
terest in receiving district-level NAEP data in 1996.

Representatives from NAGB, NCES, and the contracting organiza-
tions that work on NAEP (the Educational Testing Service and Westat) sat
on the final panel.  This panel highlighted the technical issues related to
sampling and scoring methodologies for district-level reporting and the
policy issues related to participation and reporting decisions.  Lauress Wise,
also a member of the earlier Committee on the Evaluation of National and
State Assessments of Educational Progress, served as the discussant.

The workshop was structured so as to permit considerable discussion
by presenters as well as participants, much of which is woven into this
summary.  Time was allotted for each speaker, and following each presenta-
tion, substantial time was devoted to open discussion.  In preparation for
the workshop, speakers were given sets of questions to address during their
presentations and asked to supply written responses in advance.1  Ques-
tions posed to the various panelists are included on the agenda, which ap-
pears in Appendix A.

ORGANIZATION OF THIS REPORT

The purpose of this summary is to capture the discussions and major
points made during the workshop in order to assist NAEP’s stewards in
their decision making about implementing below-state reporting and to
provide information for those who would make decisions about whether or
not to participate.  The summary is organized as follows.   Chapter 2 pro-
vides background information on NCES’s past experiences with reporting
district-level results, along with a discussion of the benefits associated with
and the concerns expressed about the implementation of state NAEP, since

1Due to inclement weather (Hurricane Floyd), a number of participants were unable to
attend the meeting, although some did participate via speaker phone.  Their written re-
sponses were used in this summary.
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INTRODUCTION 5

it is expected that these parallel issues related to district-level NAEP.  Chap-
ter 3 summarizes the information presented by Panel 2 speakers regarding
the impact that state NAEP has had on state and local instruction and
assessment programs.

The next two chapters reflect the common themes that emerged from
discussions at the workshop.   There was considerable overlap in the nature
of the comments made across the four workshop panels.  Thus, instead of
summarizing each panel’s discussions separately, we have organized these
two chapters around the common issues raised during the workshop.  Much
of the discussion focused on issues related to comparing results from differ-
ent districts.  Chapter 4 is therefore devoted to the subject of interdistrict
comparisons.  Chapter 5 highlights participants’ comments regarding fac-
tors that bear on their interest in district-level data.  Issues to consider and
resolve are summarized in the Chapter 6.  Appendix A contains the work-
shop agenda and list of participants; Appendix B contains general back-
ground information on NAEP.
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6

2

Background

This chapter provides background information on experiences with
state NAEP and the reporting of district-level NAEP results.  The first
section describes some of the concerns expressed during the early imple-
mentation stages of state NAEP, discusses findings from initial evaluations
of the program, and highlights their relationship to district-level reporting.
The second section describes prior experiences NCES has had with report-
ing district-level results through the Trial District Assessment in 1996 and
the reporting of results for naturally occurring districts in 1998.

THE STATE NAEP EXPERIENCE

The Trial State Assessment (TSA) was designed with several purposes
in mind: (1) to provide states with information about their students’
achievement and (2) to allow states to compare their students’ performance
with that of other students in the states (National Academy of Education,
1993).  Implementation was on a trial basis to allow for congressionally
mandated evaluations of the program’s feasibility and utility before com-
mitting resources to an ongoing state-by-state assessment.  Prior to its
implementation, a number of concerns were expressed about its possible
impact. The text below describes some of these concerns, cites some of the
benefits reported in reviews of the TSA, and notes how these concerns
relate to district-level NAEP.
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BACKGROUND 7

Early Concerns About Implementation of State NAEP

Concerns about state NAEP centered around the anticipated uses of
state-level data and the consequent effects on test preparatory behaviors.
Reporting of national-level results had been regarded as having low stakes,
since decisions at the state, district, school, or classroom level could not be
based on NAEP reports. National-level data were not being used for ac-
countability purposes, and participants were relatively unaffected by the
results.  But the provision of state-level data prompted concerns about the
effects of increasing the stakes associated with NAEP.

 As enumerated by Stancavage et al. (1992:261) in discussing the TSA
in mathematics, NAEP’s stakeholders asked:

(1) Would the reporting of the NAEP TSA cause local districts and
states to change the curriculum or instruction that is provided to
students?

(2) Would local or state testing programs change to accommodate
NAEP-tested skills, would they remain as they are, or would they
simply be pushed aside?

(3) Would any such changes in curriculum or assessment, should they
occur, be judged as positive by mathematics educators, and others,
or would the changes be viewed as regressive and counter-
productive?

(4) Finally, would it be found that the entire NAEP TSA effort had no
impact at all and was, therefore, a wasteful expenditure of time
and money?

These questions stemmed from concerns about the emphases attached
to and the inferences drawn from NAEP results.  Increasing the stakes
associated with NAEP was seen as a move toward using NAEP results for
accountability purposes.  It was feared that such uses would degrade the
value of the assessment.  Koretz (1991:21) warned that higher stakes would
bring inappropriate teaching to the test and inflated test scores, adding that
NAEP results, so far, had been free from “this form of corruption.” While
this is an important concern, it should also be noted that when state stan-
dards mirror the NAEP frameworks, having schools teach the content and
skills assessed by NAEP is a desirable result.

Beaton (1992:14) used the term “boosterism” to describe the activities
that might be used to motivate students to do their best for the “state’s
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8 REPORTING DISTRICT-LEVEL NAEP DATA

honor.”  He suggested that boosterism combined with teaching to the test
and “more or less subtle ways of producing higher scores could effect the
comparability of state trend data over time,” particularly if these practices
change or become more effective over time.

Others questioned how the results might be interpreted.  For instance,
Haertel (1991:436) pointed out that the first sort of questions asked would
pertain to which states have the best educational systems, but cautioned
that attempts to answer would be “fraught with perils.” Haertel continued
(p.437):

[Comparisons] will involve generalizations from TSA exercise pools to a
broader range of learning outcomes . . .  [Such comparisons] depend on the
match between NAEP content and states’ own curriculum framework . . .
For example, a state pressing to implement the [National Council of Teachers
of Mathematics] framework might experience a (possibly temporary) decrease
in performance on conventional mathematics problems due to its deliberate
decision to allocate decreased instruction time to that type of problem.  The
1990 TSA might support the (valid) inference that the state’s performance on
that type of problem was lagging, but not the (invalid) inference that their
overall mathematics performance was lagging.

It was expected that state-to-state comparisons would prompt the press
and others to rank states, based on small (even trivial) differences in perfor-
mance (Haertel, 1991).  And, in fact, Stancavage et al. (1992) reported that
in spite of cautions by NCES and Secretary Lamar Alexander not to rank
states, four of the most influential newspapers in the nation rank-ordered
states.  In a review of 55 articles published in the top 50 newspapers, they
found that state rankings were mentioned in about two-thirds of the ar-
ticles (Stancavage et al., 1992).

Another set of concerns pertained to the types of inferences that might
be based on the background, environmental, and contextual data that
NAEP collects.  These data provide a wealth of information on factors that
relate to student achievement.  However, the data collection design does
not support attributions of cause, nor does it meet the needs of account-
ability purposes.  The design is cross-sectional in nature, assessing different
samples of students on each testing occasion.  Such a design does not allow
for the before-and-after testing required to hold educators responsible for
results.  Furthermore, correlations of student achievement on NAEP with
data about instructional practices obtained from the background informa-
tion do not imply causal relationships.  For example, the 1994 NAEP read-
ing results showed that fourth grade students who received more than 90
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BACKGROUND 9

minutes of reading instruction a day actually performed less well than stu-
dents receiving less instruction. Clearly, the low-performing students re-
ceived more hours of instruction to make up for deficiencies; the extra
instruction did not cause the deficiencies (Glaser et al., 1997).

Reported Benefits of State NAEP

Despite these concerns about the provision of state-level data, reviews
of the TSA have cited numerous benefits and positive impacts of the pro-
gram.  Feedback from state assessment officials indicated that state NAEP
has had positive influences on instruction and assessment (Stancavage et
al., 1992, 1993; Hartka and Stancavage, 1994; DeVito, 1997).  At the time
that the TSA was first implemented, many states were in the process of
revamping their frameworks and assessments in both reading and math-
ematics.  According to state officials, in states where changes were under-
way, the TSA served to validate the changes being implemented; in states
contemplating changes, the TSA served as an impetus for change.

Respondents to surveys conducted by Hartka and Stancavage (1994)
reported that the following changes in reading assessment and instruction
were taking place: increased emphasis on higher-order thinking skills; bet-
ter alignment with current research on reading; development of standards-
based curricula; increased emphasis on literature; and better integration or
alignment of assessment and instruction.   While these changes could not
be directly attributed to the implementation of the TSA, they reflected
priorities set for the NAEP reading assessment.  Additionally, many state
assessment measures were expanded to include more open-ended response
items, with an increased emphasis on the use of authentic texts and pas-
sages, like those found on NAEP (Hartka and Stancavage, 1994).

At the time of the first TSA, the new mathematics standards published
by the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM) were having
profound effects on mathematics curricula, instructional practice, and as-
sessment throughout the country.  Survey results indicated that changes
similar to those seen for reading were happening in mathematics instruc-
tion and assessment: alignment with the NCTM standards, increased em-
phasis on higher-order thinking skills and problem solving, development of
standards-based curricula, and integration or alignment of assessment and
instruction (Hartka and Stancavage, 1994). The mathematics TSA was also
influential in “tipping the balance in favor of calculators (in the classroom
and on assessments) and using sample items [for] teacher in-service train-
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ing” (Hartka and Stancavage, 1994:431).  Again, while these changes could
not be attributed to the TSA, the fact that the NAEP mathematics frame-
works were highly aligned with the NCTM standards served to reinforce
the value of the professional standards.

Results from the first TSA in 1990 garnered much attention from the
media and the general public.  For states whose performance was unsatis-
factory, TSA results were helpful in spurring reform efforts. For states that
had performed well on TSA, state officials could attribute the results to the
recent reforms in their instructional practice and assessment measures.

Relation to District-Level NAEP

It appears from the reviews of the TSA that the expected negative con-
sequences of state NAEP did not materialize and that positive impacts were
realized.  However, the move to reporting data for school districts brings
the level of reporting much closer to those responsible for instruction.  As
the level of reporting moves to smaller units, the assessment stakes become
even higher.  Concerns similar to those described above for state-level data
have been articulated for below-state reporting (Haney and Madaus, 1991;
Selden, 1991; Beaton, 1992; Roeber, 1994).  Haney and Madaus (1991)
also caution that provision of district-level data could result in putting dis-
tricts or schools into receivership; using results in school choice plans; or
allocating resources on the basis of results.  Furthermore, Selden (1991)
points out that use of NAEP results at the district or school level has the
potential to: discourage states’ and districts’ use of innovation in develop-
ing their own assessments; interfere with the national program with respect
to test security—that is, keeping items secure would be more difficult and
many new items would be needed; and increase costs in order to accom-
plish its goals.  It will be important to keep these issues in mind as district-
level NAEP is being considered.

EXPERIENCES WITH DISTRICT-LEVEL NAEP

The Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994, which reauthorized
NAEP in that year, modified the policies that guide NAEP’s reporting prac-
tices.  This legislation removed the language prohibiting “below-state” re-
porting of NAEP results. One means for providing below-state results is
through summarizing performance at the school district level. The initia-
tive for providing below-state reporting was supported by the National As-
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sessment Governing Board (NAGB) in the hope that school districts would
choose to use NAEP data to inform a variety of education reform initiatives
at the local level (National Assessment Governing Board, 1995a). During
the 1996 and 1998 administrations of NAEP, different procedures for of-
fering district-level NAEP data to districts and states were explored. The
two plans, the Trial District Assessment offered in 1996 and the Naturally-
Occurring District plan offered in 1998, are described below.

Trial District Assessment

Under the Trial District Assessment, large school districts were offered
three options for participating in district-level reporting of NAEP (Na-
tional Center for Educational Statistics, 1995a). The first option, called
“Augmentation of State NAEP Assessment,” offered district-level results in
the same subjects and grades as in state NAEP by augmenting the district’s
portion of the state NAEP sample.  Under this option, districts would add
“a few schools and students” to their already selected sample in order to be
able to report stable estimates of performance at the district level.  Accord-
ing to the National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES), the proce-
dures for augmenting the sample would “minimize the cost of the assess-
ment process,” and costs were to be paid by the district.

The second option in 1996, referred to as  “Augmentation of National
Assessment,” would allow for reporting district results in subjects and grades
administered as part of national NAEP, by augmenting the number of
schools selected within certain districts as part of the national sample. As
few schools are selected in any single district for national NAEP, this second
option would require most school districts to select “full samples of schools”
(National Center for Education Statistics, 1995b:2) in order to meet the
sampling requirements and to report meaningful results. The cost for aug-
menting the national sample would be more substantial than those associ-
ated with augmenting the state sample.

If a district selected either of these options, the procedures for sample
selection, administration, scoring, analysis, and reporting would follow
those established for national or state NAEP, depending on the option se-
lected.  And the results would be “NAEP comparable or equivalent.”

The third option in 1996, the “Research and Development” option,
was offered to districts that might not desire NAEP-comparable or equiva-
lent results but that had alternative ideas for using NAEP items. Alternative
usage might be assessing a subject or subjects not being administered by
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12 REPORTING DISTRICT-LEVEL NAEP DATA

NAEP at the national or state level; administering only a portion of the
NAEP instrument; or including a deviation from standard NAEP proce-
dures.  NCES would regard such uses as research and development activi-
ties and would not certify the results obtained under this option as NAEP
comparable or equivalent.

Prior to the 1996 administrations, NCES (with the assistance of the
sampling contractor, Westat) determined that the minimum sampling re-
quirements for analysis and reporting at the district level were 25 schools
and 500 assessed students per grade and subject.  NCES and the Educa-
tional Testing Service (ETS) sponsored a meeting during the annual meet-
ing of the American Educational Research Association, inviting representa-
tives from several of the larger districts in the country.  On the basis of
conversations at this meeting and further interaction with district represen-
tatives, NCES identified approximately 10 school systems that were inter-
ested in obtaining NAEP results for their districts. NCES and their con-
tractors held discussions with representatives of these districts. The costs
turned out to be much higher than school systems could easily absorb.
Due mainly to fiscal concerns, only Milwaukee participated in 1996, with
financial assistance from the National Science Foundation.  Additional sam-
pling of schools and students was required for Milwaukee to reach the
minimum numbers necessary for participation, and they received results
only for grade 8.

Naturally Occurring Districts

Prior to the 1998 administrations, NCES and Westat determined that
there were six naturally occurring districts. Naturally occurring districts are
those that comprise at least 20 percent of their state’s sample and thus meet
the minimum sampling requirements described above (25 schools and 500
students) as a matter of course. These districts can be thought of as “self-
representing in state NAEP samples” (Rust, 1999).  The districts that met
these guidelines in 1998 were:

• Albuquerque, New Mexico;
• Anchorage, Alaska;
• Chicago, Illinois;
• Christiana County, Delaware;
• Clark County, Nevada; and
• New York City, New York.
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In July 1998, NCES contacted representatives from these naturally
occurring districts to assess their interest in district-level reports, informing
them that such results could be generated at no additional cost to the state
or the district.  Alaska did not participate in 1998, and Christiana County
decided it was not interested. In the cases of New York City and Chicago,
the districts did not want the data although the respective states did, thereby
creating a conflict.  The NAEP State Network, which consists of state as-
sessment directors or their appointed representatives, also voiced concerns
about the fairness of making the data available for some districts but not
others.  NCES did not query Clark County or Albuquerque, or their re-
spective states, as to their interest, since by then the whole idea of district-
level reporting was coming into question (Arnold Goldstein, National Cen-
ter for Education Statistics, personal communication, 1999).
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3
NAEP’s Influence on State Instructional

and Assessment Programs

Currently, most states have established content standards and have
developed assessment instruments designed to measure their students’ mas-
tery of these standards. These standards and assessment instruments vary
greatly from state to state, however (Olson et al., in press), and this varia-
tion precludes equitable and credible comparisons of student performance
using state assessment results (National Research Council, 1999c).
Comparisons are made possible by state NAEP. While participation is vol-
untary, the majority of states have participated in state NAEP since its
implementation.

State NAEP reports results in the same ways as national NAEP (see
Appendix B), that is, through summaries of performance for the state as a
whole and by demographic and background variables using scaled scores
and achievement levels. States’ uses of these data and their reasons for par-
ticipating were studied by DeVito (1997). One of the chief reasons states
participate, according to DeVito, is to obtain an external reference point
for comparing the results of their own assessments and to enable state-to-
state and state-to-national comparisons.   Moreover, states reported that
they use the results to argue for more rigor in their curricula and standards,
to examine curricular strengths and weaknesses relative to testing frame-
works, and to study NAEP item formats as exemplars.  Many states have
adopted the NAEP models for standards-based reporting and use NAEP-
like achievement levels.

The committee was interested in hearing firsthand discussion of the
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uses states make of NAEP data. In soliciting participation for the work-
shop, the committee sought to identify NAEP-participating states that had
experienced changes in educational or assessment policy.  For example, Cali-
fornia recently altered the state’s reading curriculum and teaching practices
based in part on their students’ low reading performance on state NAEP
(Jennings et al., 1997).  The committee was interested in hearing about
California’s experience.  Other states identified as changing state policy due
to NAEP performance were Delaware, Oregon, North Carolina, South
Carolina, and Washington.  Officials from Washington and South Caro-
lina were invited and able to attend, and the director of assessment for
North Carolina serves on the committee.  The committee also sought re-
gional representation in the participants.  We identified Colorado, Con-
necticut, Louisiana, Maryland, and Texas, all states with extensive assess-
ment programs in place.  Of these states, officials from Colorado and
Connecticut were able to attend.

As the purpose of this panel was to understand NAEP’s influence on
state instructional and assessment programs, representatives from state as-
sessment offices in Colorado, Connecticut, South Carolina, and Washing-
ton were asked to share their experiences on if, and how, state NAEP has
affected educational policy, instructional practices, and curricular decisions.
Their experiences with their state’s participation in state NAEP are included
in this chapter; their comments on issues pertaining to district-level report-
ing of NAEP are incorporated into later chapters.

NAEP FRAMEWORKS GUIDE STATE ASSESSMENTS

A common theme voiced by the four state representatives on the panel
was the utilization of NAEP frameworks as a resource during the develop-
ment of their state curriculum standards and the design of state assess-
ments.  For example, Connecticut’s reading mastery test is built on aspects
of the NAEP reading literacy frameworks. According to Peter Behuniak,
Connecticut’s director of student assessment and testing, the reading com-
prehension component of the Connecticut Mastery Test in language arts
“directly reflects the philosophy of the NAEP frameworks.”  Connecticut’s
reading components include all but the NAEP’s personal reflection stance.

NAEP’s mathematics frameworks influenced the development of the
state of Washington’s mathematics standards. A high degree of alignment
between state content standards and the NAEP content frameworks adds
credibility to the state standards, according to the assessment directors, and
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facilitates comparisons of student performance. When the results of NAEP
and the state assessment are in accord, then the NAEP results lend validity
to the state results. All three speakers spoke of the problems that arise when
the standards are comparable, but comparisons of student performance on
NAEP and state tests are not congruent (Chapter 4 addresses these types of
comparisons in depth).

ACHIEVEMENT-LEVEL REPORTING IS INFORMATIVE

Speakers also commented on NAEP’s use of achievement levels to sum-
marize performance.  Don Watson, acting director of student assessment in
Colorado’s Department of Education, commented that the achievement
levels provide a clearer representation of achievement for the public than is
possible with numerical scores. In fact, the achievement-level descriptors
were so well received in Colorado that the use of similar descriptors was
implemented within the state system.

Robert Silverman, Washington’s senior analyst for assessment, noted
that reporting of NAEP performance by achievement levels had driven
changes in his state’s policy as well.  Results from a recent NAEP adminis-
tration revealed that 60 percent of their students performed below the pro-
ficient level in reading.  State legislators interpreted this finding as meaning
that their students lacked essential reading skills and advocated for revi-
sions in the state reading instruction and assessment program. Under the
amended system, students take an oral reading test in second grade, which
allows for early identification and remediation of reading problems.  Low-
performing students then receive an individualized reading program de-
signed to improve their reading mastery.

NAEP INCLUSION PROCEDURES SERVE AS MODELS

In designing their assessment systems, states have used the NAEP
model for inclusion of students with disabilities or limited English profi-
ciency as a reference point in developing their own inclusion procedures.
Watson commented that his state, Colorado, revised its policies on the
basis of NAEP guidelines. The role of NAEP as the key indicator of aca-
demic achievement of all students across the country means that assess-
ment results must include data gathered from students with disabilities and
English-language learners.  The accommodations and modifications imple-
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mented by state NAEP include large print, Braille, and bilingual test ver-
sions, smaller testing settings, and untimed versions.

Although NAEP’s inclusion and accommodation policies have served
as a model for states in modifying their inclusion and accommodation pro-
cedures for students with disabilities and those with limited English profi-
ciency, it should also be noted that some states have broader inclusion poli-
cies than NAEP.  The difference in state-developed and NAEP-established
inclusion policies has caused some students to be included in state testing
programs but precluded from participation in NAEP.

NAEP ITEM DESIGN IS INNOVATIVE

Speakers agreed that NAEP has been innovative in the design of test
items. The release of NAEP items has been useful in guiding item develop-
ment for their state assessment measures.  For example, the use of perfor-
mance assessments and constructed response questions in NAEP has led to
the inclusion of similarly formatted questions in their state instruments.
Furthermore, speakers acknowledged that, in many cases, the research in-
volved in developing NAEP items has been more extensive than is possible
within state research divisions. For this reason, speakers indicated that they
feel quite comfortable using the NAEP design as a model in developing
their state tests.

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXTUAL
INFORMATION IS USEFUL

Panelists expressed appreciation for the background and contextual in-
formation provided by NAEP, as some states collect limited background
information on students and school practices.  The student questionnaires
provide information beyond race/ethnicity and school attendance to in-
clude factors thought to influence academic performance, such as language
spoken in the home, study and homework habits, and motivation toward
school.  The teacher questionnaires include a variety of information, such
as the training of the teacher, kind of degree attained, number of years of
teaching, the amount of control teachers have over instructional issues, and
their instructional practice.  This information is useful in studying the rela-
tionships between background or environmental factors and performance.
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18 REPORTING DISTRICT-LEVEL NAEP DATA

PROBLEMATIC ISSUES ASSOCIATED WITH STATE NAEP

The speakers agreed, and workshop participants concurred, that the
time of year NAEP is administered is an issue. NAEP administrations oc-
cur between February and April, months when states schedule their assess-
ments. The timing conflict has interfered with some states’ participation in
state NAEP (e.g., Illinois).

Another concern voiced by the speakers was the desire not to overtest
students, since many states currently test students in fourth and eighth
grade, as does NAEP.  In one instance, Robert Silverman remarked that
Washington modified their state testing sequence to accommodate NAEP’s
schedule; they now assess students in third grade instead of fourth grade.

Speakers also stressed that the staff time commitment required to seek
participation from schools is substantial.  Some schools are reluctant to
participate when they learn that scores for their school will not be provided,
commenting that participation is not worth the time and effort required.
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4
Comparisons with National Benchmarks:

Pros and Cons

When Congress removed the language prohibiting the use of NAEP
results below the state level (P.L. 103-382), the National Assessment Gov-
erning Board (NAGB) was called on to develop guidelines for the conduct
of below-state reporting.  Their document (National Assessment Govern-
ing Board, 1995a:1) states that “below state NAEP results could provide an
important source of data for informing a variety of education reform efforts
at the local level.” While “reform efforts” are not defined in the NAGB
document, presumably such efforts would involve making comparisons of
local performance with national, state, and other local results. State NAEP
answered the persistent question asked by policy makers, “I know how
we’re doing on our state test, but how are we doing in comparison to other
states?”  District-level NAEP results could serve a similar purpose for dis-
tricts so long as item security is maintained and standardized administra-
tion practices are utilized.

Large urban districts often face educational challenges that suburban
districts do not have to deal with.  Urban districts tend to serve larger
populations of children who typically score lower on standardized tests.
They have larger populations of poor, immigrant, and unemployed families
and larger populations of racial/ethnic minorities—all groups who typi-
cally score low (Donahue et al., 1999; Shaughnessy et al., 1997).   When
state assessment results are released, urban districts are often among the
lowest performing (Education Week, 1998).  Faced by the ever-critical press,
district officials may respond by enumerating the many challenges they face
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in educating their students. Many may believe that they are doing the best
they can, given their student populations, but without appropriate com-
parisons, they cannot validate their arguments. For states that have mul-
tiple urban areas with common characteristics, results might be compared
across similar districts using state assessments.  However, many states do
not have multiple urban areas.  The most appropriate comparisons might
be with other districts like themselves in other states.

Workshop participants reported that one of the most powerful uses of
NAEP results is for making comparisons against a high-quality, national
benchmark. They identified two broad categories of questions that might
be answered by such comparisons:

(1) How does our district compare with others like us? Which dis-
tricts like ours are doing better than we are? What are districts like
ours doing that works well?

(2) How do our NAEP results compare to our local or state assess-
ment results?

Speakers also identified a number of disadvantages and limitations as-
sociated with such comparisons.  The discussion below attempts to sum-
marize the major points made by the speakers.

COMPARISONS AMONG LIKE DISTRICTS
COULD SERVE IMPORTANT PURPOSES

The most common argument made in favor of district-level results was
the importance of being able to make comparisons among “like districts.”
Sharon Lewis, director of research for the Council of Great City Schools,
reported that the council recently took an “unprecedented stand” by ac-
tively recruiting urban school districts to volunteer to take the proposed
voluntary national tests.  This action was prompted by council members’
desire to know how school districts are doing when measured against high
standards and in comparison to other districts with similar characteristics.
Lewis noted that urban school districts administer a number of commer-
cially developed tests that allow them to answer questions about how well
the district is doing.  But these test results do not allow them to compare
across districts, particularly to large urban districts in other states.

Other workshop participants echoed the desire for appropriate com-
parison groups. Thomas McIntosh, representing Nevada’s Department of
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Education, remarked that comparisons would be useful if the relevant fac-
tors that influence performance could be controlled.  He highlighted social
and economic factors as important ones to be controlled and called for
measures based on environment, cultural differences, number of books in
the home, and parental expectations in addition to the more common mea-
sures based on the percentage of students receiving free and reduced-price
lunches in districts.  According to McIntosh, comparisons made after con-
trolling for these social and economic factors would be useful in identifying
who is doing well and what they are doing that works. He added that there
is a need for comparisons that cannot be explained away by factors, such as
differences in growth rates, size, or income (e.g., “you can’t compare us
with them because we’re bigger” or  “. . . because we’re growing faster” or
“. . . because they have more money,” etc.).  He noted that it is very easy to
undermine comparisons and offer justifications and rationales for poor
achievement.  The largest district in his state, Clark County, is quite differ-
ent from other districts in Nevada.

Gerald DeMauro, New York’s coordinator of assessment, agreed, say-
ing that comparisons with like districts are important, but demographic
information is needed in order to verify that the comparison is appropriate.
The smaller the pool, the more important the characteristics of the pool.
For DeMauro, the demographic characteristics of a city and those of a state
can be strikingly different.  Thus, comparisons of cities or districts that
share common characteristics might be more meaningful than comparisons
with the state as a whole.

Nancy Amuleru-Marshall, Atlanta’s executive director for research and
assessment, presented her district’s perspective, saying:

NAEP may represent the best effort so far in the development of rich and
meaningful assessments. . . . NAEP would provide districts with high-quality
performance data that we currently do not have.  It would permit districts to
make peer comparisons, as well as state and national comparisons.  Many of
the districts that are members of the Council of Great City Schools have been
struggling to find common measures of student achievement that are valid
indicators of our students’ performance.  NAEP can provide such a measure.

Amuleru-Marshall added that Atlanta was one of the districts that
stood behind President Clinton’s call for voluntary national testing and has
been disappointed that the testing program has not been available to them
yet.

Representatives from several state assessment offices also pointed out
that the state is ultimately responsible for ensuring that school systems are
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carrying out their charge of educating the state’s youth.  An additional
measure of the extent to which school systems are doing their jobs would
be useful. Moreover, the ability to compare data for their urban districts
with those in other states would help them set reasonable expectations for
these jurisdictions.

EXTERNAL VALIDATION IS DESIRED

Workshop participants observed that another appealing feature of dis-
trict-level reporting for NAEP would be the ability to compare district
assessment results with stable external measures of achievement. According
to Paul Cieslak, research specialist for the Milwaukee Public Schools, NAEP
is a “good, well-constructed external validation measure that provides a
solid base for longitudinal and out-of-district comparisons.”  Others
pointed out that there had been, and continue to be, revisions in their state
assessment programs.  NAEP remains consistent from one testing interval
to the next, which makes it useful for providing trend data that are not
possible with a changing state assessment system.

COMPARISONS CAN HAVE NEGATIVE CONSEQUENCES

A number of district representatives disagreed with the views that com-
parisons of like districts would provide useful information.  They coun-
tered that large urban districts already know from currently administered
tests that their students perform poorly on standardized assessments.  They
do not need to see themselves compared with another district in order to
know this. “We already know we’re not doing well,” commented one dis-
trict representative, “and another test on which we would score low would
only fuel the fire for those more than ready to criticize us.”

Others added that districts have limited resources available, asking
“Would district-level reporting be a good use of limited district resources?”
They questioned whether the benefits would justify the costs, commenting
that additional testing would consume instructional time and would utilize
district funds.

CONTEXT FOR TESTING VARIES ACROSS STATES

Behuniak (Connecticut) pointed out another drawback with compari-
sons across state boundaries—while districts may seem comparable based
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on their demographics, they may in fact be very different due to being
located in a certain state.  The state sets the context and the environment
within which testing occurs.  States differ in the emphases they place on
test results, the uses of the scores, and the amounts and kinds of attention
results receive from the press.  These factors play a heavy role in setting the
stage for the testing.  Attempts to make comparisons across like districts
need to consider the context for testing along with similarities in student
populations.

COMPARISONS CAN CREATE A DOUBLE BIND

Speakers noted that attempts to obtain external validation can create a
double bind.  When the findings from external measures corroborate state
assessment results, no questions are asked.  However, when state or local
assessment results and external measures (such as state NAEP) differ, assess-
ment directors find themselves being asked, “Which set of results is cor-
rect?” Explaining and accounting for these differences can be challenging.
One state assessment representative indicated that when state results are
higher than NAEP results, he emphasizes the alignment of the state assess-
ment with the curriculum.  When state results are lower than NAEP, he
points out that the state standards are higher.

Some state assessment programs have adopted the NAEP descriptors
(advanced, proficient, and basic) for their achievement levels.  However,
their descriptions of performance differ in important ways from the NAEP
descriptions.  NAEP’s definition of  “proficient,” for instance, may encom-
pass different skills than the state’s definition of proficient.  This difference
creates problems for those who must explain and interpret the two sets of
test results.

In addition, confusion arises when NAEP results are released at the
same time as state or local assessment results.  State and local results are
timely, generally reporting data for a cohort while it is still in the particular
grade.  For instance, when reports are published on the achievement of a
school system’s fourth graders, they represent the cohort currently in fourth
grade.  When NAEP results are published, they are for some previous year’s
fourth graders.  Users of the data (policy makers, the press, etc.) may at-
tempt to compare cohorts across assessments, but when they realize that
the results are for different cohorts, attention focuses on the more recent
results; NAEP results may be dismissed.  This time lag in reporting affects
the extent to which NAEP can be a catalyst for change at the local level.
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5
Factors That Influence Interest

In District-Level NAEP

Recent federal initiatives reflect the desires of national policy makers to
be able to compare student achievement levels with national benchmarks
and to attempt to verify the rigor of state and local standards.  President
Clinton’s call for the voluntary national tests in reading and mathematics is
one example; the tests’ design would strive to create individual measures
linked to NAEP to the maximum extent possible, thereby enabling com-
parisons of individual performance with national benchmarks.  Other ex-
amples of the desire for comparable test scores are recent congressional
requests for studies on the feasibility of developing equivalency scales in
order to “link” scores from commercially available standardized tests and
state assessments to each other and to NAEP  (National Research Council,
1999c) and on the feasibility of embedding common sets of test questions
into state and local assessments in order to obtain common measures of
individual achievement (National Research Council, 1999b).

Thus, it seems clear that the desire for a means of comparing achieve-
ment across jurisdictions as well as with national indicators originates within
the highest policy-making levels in this country. And while federal policy
makers make the decisions regarding such programs, they are not the ones
immediately affected.  Those most closely affected are students and their
families, educators, and administrators at the local and state level.  The
workshop sought to hear from representatives from state and local assess-
ment offices, the individuals who would be expected to handle such
programs.
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Workshop Panel 3 was intended to get at the issues that bear on states’
and districts’ interest in district-level reporting.  Panelists responded to ques-
tions posed to them in advance (see Appendix A), and their responses are
incorporated into the discussion that follows. As the committee listened to
participants interact with each other throughout the two days, it became
clear that the questions served as a springboard for further discussion.
While some were answered quickly, others stimulated lengthy discussion
and were addressed by more than one panel.  The text below attempts to
capture these discussions and highlight the issues that seemed most impor-
tant to panelists.

WHAT ARE THE GOALS AND OBJECTIVES
OF DISTRICT-LEVEL NAEP?

A Hammer in Search of a Nail

Several participants felt that the proposal for district-level NAEP is like
a hammer searching for a nail.  They commented that national NAEP and
state NAEP are designed with specific goals in mind, and they serve their
purposes well.  But, as stated by one participant, “one size does not fit all,”
and the goals and objectives set for national and state NAEP are not neces-
sarily suitable for district-level reporting. They commented that it was hard
to respond to the questions put to them in preparation for the workshop
without knowing the sponsors’ and others’ objectives for district-level as-
sessment.

Workshop participants maintained that school systems typically use
test results to modify and improve instruction. According to Sharon Lewis,
representing the Council of Great City Schools: “When schools use assess-
ments to improve the quality of the education offered in their schools, they
analyze and use test . . . results to change behaviors.  They follow a cycle of
teaching, testing, modifying instructional practices, developing/purchasing
appropriate materials, and then repeat the cycle—teach, test, modify, etc.–
hoping to see results.”  Several speakers questioned whether NAEP results
would fit with these purposes, commenting that decisions based on assess-
ment data are made at the individual, classroom, or school level, not at the
district level.

Speakers further noted that, in their localities, tests are typically used
for accountability purposes and are often associated with high stakes. NAEP,
they argued, is not designed as an accountability tool or to yield causal
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inferences regarding achievement, relationships with curricula, or other fac-
tors. The frameworks are not necessarily aligned with local curricula, and
using NAEP scores to evaluate schools and teaching practices would be
neither appropriate nor informative.   Using NAEP for the purpose of
making high-stakes decisions might also degrade its ability to provide the
independent monitoring information it has been designed to provide.
When high stakes are attached to test results, motivation to do well in-
creases.  Motivation can result in improved teaching practices that lead to
actual improvements in skill levels, or motivation can prompt the use of
unacceptable test preparation methods that serve to increase test scores
without commensurate improvements in the tested knowledge and skills.

A clear message from the participants was that their interest in district-
level results would rely on details about the program.  They encouraged
NAEP’s stewards to develop explicit statements of the goals and objectives
to be accomplished by district-level results.

Providing Information Not Currently Available

As noted above, most states currently administer state-developed as-
sessments as well as commercially available tests (Olson et al., in press).
Workshop participants told the committee they might welcome additional
assessments that serve new and useful purposes, such as allowing compari-
sons among like districts in other states, as noted earlier.  However, they
emphasized that a substantial amount of time is currently devoted to
testing.

Several speakers began their talks by listing the tests currently adminis-
tered to their students.  The remarks of these speakers are presented below
to exemplify the extent of testing currently done in the jurisdictions repre-
sented at the workshop.  According to Judy Costa, testing director for
Nevada’s Clark County School District:

In the fall, we administer the CTBS/5 or TerraNova to our fourth grade
students as well as the TCS/2, which is a test of  “school ability,” in addition
to a state-mandated direct writing assessment.  In the spring, we administer a
series of district-developed curriculum-based criterion-referenced tests in
reading, mathematics, and language arts.

At the middle school level, the eighth grade schedule is similar to that for
fourth grade, although the curriculum-based criterion-referenced tests are still
in the process of development and will be piloted this spring and adminis-
tered in earnest next year.
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At grade 11, we administer state-developed criterion-referenced tests in read-
ing and mathematics, with science and social studies to be added shortly, as
well as a direct writing assessment.  These tests are taken as part of a certifica-
tion for graduation process. Eleventh-grade students who do not pass these
graduation tests must take them again in twelfth grade, until they finally
pass.  Unsuccessful students will have up to eight opportunities in eleventh
and twelfth grade to pass these tests.  In addition to the graduation tests, we
administer the CTBS/5 and the TCS/2 to all students in grade 12 and on an
optional basis at grade 11.  Please notice that additional testing is conducted
at other grades, but I have only highlighted the NAEP grade levels.

This amount of testing is not unique to Clark County.  Students in
Chicago take: the Iowa Test of Basic Skills (optional in grades 1 and 2 but
required in grades 3 though 8); the Iowa Test of Basic Skills achievement
tests in grades 9 and 10; performance assessments in K-2, currently op-
tional at the school level, but close to being required in some areas; the
Test of Achievement and Proficiency in high school; the PLAN published
by ACT, Inc.; semester exams in grade 11 in English, mathematics, sci-
ence, and social studies; the Illinois state assessments in reading, math-
ematics, and writing in third, fifth, and eighth grades, and in science and
social studies for grades 4 and 7; and the Prairie State Achievement Test in
grade 11. In fact, the Illinois teachers union became sufficiently concerned
about the amount of time devoted to testing that they moved to have
limits set.  Students in Illinois are now limited to a maximum of 25 hours
of state-initiated testing during the K-12 years.  Local assessment is not
subject to the 25-hour limit and is regarded as the most important tool for
improving curriculum and instruction.

The state assessment program in Georgia is also quite comprehensive.
According to Amuleru-Marshall, Atlanta’s program includes a structured
assessment in kindergarten; norm-referenced tests in grades 3, 5, and 8;
newly developed criterion-referenced tests in grades 4, 6, and 8; and a series
of high school graduation tests in language arts, writing, mathematics, sci-
ence, and social studies for eleventh graders.

The school district of Philadelphia is developing an assessment system
that includes a national norm-referenced exam (Stanford Achievement Test,
Ninth Edition); citywide end-of-course exams in English, mathematics, sci-
ence, and social studies for grades 7-12; and a K-4 system of curriculum-
embedded and on-demand assessments of literacy and mathematics.  In
addition, the state annually administers reading, mathematics, and writing
assessments.

Given the extensive amount of testing already occurring in their school
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systems, workshop participants contended that the introduction of new
testing would have to be associated with useful, unique, and timely infor-
mation.  District NAEP would need to be designed to meet needs not
served by tests already in place in jurisdictions.

Several speakers suggested that the introduction of district NAEP
might serve to increase participation in state and national NAEP.  They
maintained that, currently, school districts have little motivation to partici-
pate in the national and state programs, since they receive no feedback on
their performance.  Yet the integrity of NAEP results depends on sufficient
and accurate participation at the school level.  Providing feedback to school
districts may increase interest and raise participation rates in the state and
national programs. Remarks by Paula Mosley, coordinator of student test-
ing and evaluation for the Los Angeles Office of Instruction, elucidate this
position:

District scores would provide an incentive for the students, teachers, and
administrative staff involved in the NAEP testing.  Currently, it is difficult to
get schools to participate because they know there are no [below-state] re-
ports provided.  A greater “buy-in” by the stakeholders affected may [occur] if
they knew they were representing the district.  Schools, administrators, teach-
ers, and students [sacrifice instructional and planning time] to administer
NAEP.  They should receive feedback for their efforts.

Some participants agreed with Mosley, stressing that if they were to
advocate for participation in NAEP, their schools and teachers would need
to receive something in exchange for their efforts—preferably something
not available from current programs.

Others were hesitant to agree that simply providing new and unique
information would be enough to elicit higher participation rates in state or
national NAEP.  They claimed that increased participation in a program
comes with increased involvement in the program. When state and local
officials seek to “win over” teachers and administrators, they search for
ways to include educators in activities such as test development and scor-
ing. They find that this type of involvement influences educators’ depth of
understanding and motivation to accomplish objectives, asserting that
“when teachers are involved in creating the test, they understand what they
have created, and they feel ownership of results.”

Workshop participants questioned whether NAEP’s stewards would be
able to motivate teachers and administrators to buy into NAEP, since they
would feel little ownership of the program. They felt that additional report-
ing feedback would probably not be likely to increase motivation to partici-
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pate.  Furthermore, some participants would not consider district NAEP
useful without school and student scores that could be clearly linked to
curriculum and instruction.

Assessments in Additional Subject Areas and Grades

Workshop participants were intrigued by the possibility of having as-
sessments in areas they would not normally test.  For instance, the speakers
from Illinois found the NAEP assessments in foreign language and fine arts
to be appealing.  Amuleru-Marshall agreed, stating that in Atlanta, content
and performance standards are being developed for grades 3, 5, 8, and 10
in language arts, mathematics, science, social studies, fine arts, foreign lan-
guage, and health and physical education.  However, development has
slowed due to cost issues, and only the language arts and mathematics as-
sessments have moved forward. NAEP assessments could be used in place
of locally developed assessments or until such tests are ready.

Amuleru-Marshall also remarked that if NAEP results were available,
Atlanta could justify eliminating some of the existing assessments and
would also have new data in multiple content areas. Harry Selig, a research
manager with the Houston Independent School District, observed that
making NAEP assessments available has the potential for allowing districts
to “refrain from conducting current norm-referenced testing.”  Selig added
that using NAEP assessments could reduce their testing costs and lessen the
fatigue effects on students due to extensive testing.

 Speakers noted that the subject areas tested by state NAEP (e.g., read-
ing, writing, mathematics, and science) are, for the most part, already tested
by state assessments. Their desire would be for quality assessments in other
areas, such as those tested on national administrations of NAEP. They won-
dered which assessments would be made available.

Speakers had varying opinions about the grade levels covered by the
national assessments.  National NAEP currently provides assessments in
three grades: fourth, eighth, and twelfth; state NAEP offers assessments in
fourth and eighth grades.  Both assess students biennially.  Several speakers
mentioned that additional information on twelfth graders would be an
appealing feature of district-level NAEP scores.

The sparsity of grade levels represented was cited by others as a short-
coming.  As noted above, school systems use assessment findings for ac-
countability purposes and to improve teaching practices.  Indicators of per-
formance at only three grades would not allow for tracking achievement
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across grades, since off-grade-level assessments would be missing.  Nor
would testing in one elementary grade, one middle school grade, and one
high school grade every two years prove useful. While this cycle of testing
serves the purposes of providing national indicators of performance, it
would not meet the needs of districts and school systems, according to the
workshop participants.

Comparisons Over Time

Participants expressed interest in the prospect of being able to make
comparisons over time based on district-level NAEP data. However, they
also recognized that a number of factors might affect the stability of results,
making comparisons over time less meaningful. Whereas state boundaries
are fixed, school district boundaries change.  Schools may be moved from
one district to another; new housing developments may alter the character-
istics of the student population. With small sample sizes, slight alterations
in the composition of a district could have large effects on results.  Factors
unrelated to student achievement levels, such as changes in inclusion rules
for students with disabilities or students with limited English proficiency,
or changes in motivation to do well on standardized tests, could produce
differences in performance.

Comparisons Over Groups

Many participants commented about the usefulness of the NAEP back-
ground, contextual, and environmental data.  They were interested in ob-
taining this information about their students and alluded to examining
score data by population subsets.  However, it was not clear whether any
districts would have sufficient numbers of test takers to allow this level of
reporting.

WHO WOULD BE ELIGIBLE TO PARTICIPATE?

Proposed Sampling Design for Districts

In preparation for the workshop, the National Center for Education
Statistics (NCES) and Westat provided two documents as background ma-
terial on sampling issues that outlined the proposed sampling plans for
district-level reporting (Rust, 1999; National Center for Education Statis-

Reporting District-Level NAEP Data: Summary of a Workshop

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

http://www.nap.edu/9768


FACTORS THAT INFLUENCE INTEREST IN DISTRICT-LEVEL NAEP 31

tics, 1995b). For state NAEP, the sample design involves two-stage strati-
fied samples. Schools are selected at the first stage, and students are selected
at the second stage.  The typical state sample size is 3,000 sampled students
per grade and subject, with 30 students per school.  The sample sizes de-
sired for district results would be roughly one-quarter that required for
states (750 sampled students at 25 schools to yield 500 participants at 25
schools).  This sample size would be expected to produce standard errors
for districts that are about twice the size of standard errors for the state.

According to the information provided, a district that wishes to report
subgroup mean proficiencies for a large number of subgroups—such as
race, ethnicity, type of courses taken, home-related variables, instructional
variables, and teacher variables—would need sample sizes approximately
one-half of its corresponding state sample size, approximately 1,500 stu-
dents from a minimum of 50 schools. For reporting, the “rule of 62” would
apply, meaning that disaggregated results would be reported only for cell
sizes with at least 62 students (National Assessment Governing Board,
1995b: Guideline 3).

At the workshop, Richard Valliant, associate director of Westat’s Statis-
tical Group, provided additional details on sampling requirements for dis-
tricts. Valliant described the “sparse state” option, which would require
fewer schools but would sample more students at the selected schools. The
“small state” option would reduce the number of students per school.  Both
options still require 500 tested (participating) students.   These sample sizes
would allow for the reporting of proficiencies (or scaled scores), achieve-
ment levels, and percentages of students at or above a given level for the
entire district, but would probably not allow for stable estimates of perfor-
mance for subsets of the sample.

Peggy Carr, associate commissioner in the Assessment Division at
NCES, described two additional alternatives being considered for future
assessments, the “enhanced district sampling plan” and the “analytic ap-
proach.” The enhanced district sampling plan would reconfigure the state
sampling design so that sufficient numbers of schools were sampled for
interested districts.  This plan might require oversampling at the district
level and the application of appropriate weights to schools, and perhaps
districts, during analysis.

The analytic approach, according to Carr, would allow districts to ac-
cess existing data in order to identify districts like themselves and compare
results analytically.   Carr noted that development of details about this
option is still under way.
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Serving Small Districts

Workshop participants expressed concern about the sampling require-
ments.  These requirements mean that a district needs at least 25 schools
with a given grade level in order to receive reports (e.g., to receive results for
eighth graders, the district needs to have at least 25 middle schools).  While
NCES and the National Assessment Governing Board (NAGB) did not
provide an estimate of the number of districts that might qualify, several
speakers offered estimates. Lauress Wise, president of the Human Resources
Research Organization, distributed a handout showing that about 400 of
the 16,000 districts in the country have at least 25 schools.  According to
Wise’s handout, 170 districts have between 20 and 24 schools with total
student populations of size 6,000 or more, and 441 districts have 25 or
more schools with total student populations of at least 6,000.  Wise noted
that his data did not provide breakdowns by grade level.  Wayne Martin,
director of the State Education Assessment Center of the Council of Chief
State School Officers, provided a by-grade estimate for fourth grade.  Ac-
cording to Martin’s estimate, approximately 300 school districts would have
sufficient numbers of students in the fourth grade to meet the criteria.

The proposed sampling criteria prompted comments regarding the in-
tent of district-level reporting.  Participants questioned whether the intent
was to make district-level results available to all districts or only to large
urban districts. Martin recounted his conversations with state representa-
tives at the recent NAEP State Network meeting:

When I asked how they might feel if results were only generated for the large
school districts, a number of states suggested that this would create a different
set of problems . . .  [C]harges of favoritism could lead to . . . cooperation
problems with smaller districts [in state and national NAEP], whereas being
singled out could further exacerbate differences between the state agency and
large districts.

Participants wondered how many districts nationally would meet these
requirements and asked about the definition of a “district.” Several ques-
tioned whether district consortia would be allowed.  In connection with
the Third International Mathematics and Science Survey, a group of dis-
tricts in Illinois formed a consortium in order to participate and receive
results.  They asked whether such a consortium would be allowed for NAEP.

Wise asked if NCES and Westat had thoroughly considered the differ-
ence between district and state- and national-level sampling issues in con-
junction with the accuracy of results.  In state and national NAEP, there is

Reporting District-Level NAEP Data: Summary of a Workshop

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

http://www.nap.edu/9768


FACTORS THAT INFLUENCE INTEREST IN DISTRICT-LEVEL NAEP 33

considerable variation in average achievement levels across schools, and only
a small percentage of schools are sampled and tested.  A target of 100
different schools was set to be sure that the between-school variation was
adequately captured.  In district NAEP, there would be far fewer schools
and also less variability between schools.  In smaller districts, all schools
might be tested, eliminating completely the portion of sampling error asso-
ciated with between-school differences. Wise advised NCES and Westat to
further pursue this issue, focusing on the estimated overall accuracy of re-
sults rather than specifying an arbitrary minimum number of schools.

Acceptance of Sampling Designs

Although they make use of results from national and state NAEP
samples, educators and politicians may lack confidence in survey-based re-
sults at the district level; they may instead want information based on a full
census. NAEP employs complex sampling designs for students and ques-
tions.  Speakers from Colorado and Illinois, for instance, commented that
their legislators may question the legitimacy of test results based on samples.

Watson noted that an assessment program in Colorado, designed to
employ sampling, was within weeks of being implemented when the state
withdrew support. The then-current design of the Colorado State Assess-
ment Program called for assigning schools to one of three content areas
being assessed (reading, writing, and geography).  All students at the identi-
fied grade were to be tested in only that content area.  Students and schools
were to receive results based on the area in which they were tested.  The
district was to receive information across all areas, under the assumption
that the sampling was sufficient to provide dependable district-level infor-
mation.  These plans were communicated and materials were ready for
printing for a March/April administration, when the legislation was
changed to eliminate all sampling.

Workshop speakers from Illinois added that their testing programs that
use samples have been changed. Other participants agreed that NAEP’s
designs for sampling students and test questions may be difficult to sell at
the local level.

HOW MUCH WOULD DISTRICT-LEVEL NAEP COST?

Under the 1996 augmentation options described earlier in this report,
districts were given the opportunity to augment their state samples to ob-
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tain district-level results.  Although a number of districts were initially in-
terested in this plan, nearly all dropped out because of the projected ex-
pense.  Only Milwaukee participated, and the costs were covered by a Na-
tional Science Foundation grant.

Workshop participants had questions about who was to pay for the
costs of participating: Would any of the costs be paid for by the federal
government? Were the districts and states to assume responsibility for the
costs?  Would districts and states be expected to provide staff to handle the
administrations? They commented that in order to obtain funding, they
would need to convince legislators and policy makers of the potential ben-
efits.  Panelists recommended that NAGB and NCES examine the various
components of the costs, identify the features associated with higher costs,
and consider modifying procedures in order to reduce costs.

WHAT PRODUCTS WOULD DISTRICT-LEVEL NAEP
GENERATE AND WHEN WOULD THEY BE RELEASED?

Characteristics of Reports

Questions arose as to the nature of the information that would be
provided to states and districts. Would they receive a formal report, like
those prepared as part of the existing NAEP program?  Would the report
contain explanatory information that would help users interpret the re-
sults?  Participants commented that the types of reports currently provided
as part of NAEP are considered both attractive and useful.

In contrast, the sample report included in the materials supplied by
NCES was simply a computer printout of information (National Center
for Education Statistics, 1995b).  Some held that it would be difficult to
sell participation to policy makers if in exchange for their efforts (and
money) they would only receive computer printouts.   Others wondered if
they would receive electronic data files to use in producing their own re-
ports.  They realized that NAEP makes use of complex procedures in order
to produce performance estimates (i.e., the conditioning process and plau-
sible values technology).  They wondered if they would be expected to
implement this technology and produce their own reports.

Overall, they felt that a prototype report was needed to exemplify the
type of information that would be provided about districts.  A prototype
report would enable policy makers to make participation decisions  based
on the type and usefulness of information they would receive.
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Length of Time for Reporting Results

Workshop participants also posed questions about the length of time it
would take to receive the reports. The time delay currently seen for the
release of NAEP results is between 12 and 18 months. For assessments
useful in instructional planning and monitoring, school districts are accus-
tomed to receiving test results within six weeks of the administration; in
fact, some results are ready within one week of testing (Chicago).  The
current time lag for receiving reports would seriously degrade the useful-
ness of NAEP data for districts, and speakers questioned what they would
legitimately be able to do with the data.  By the time results were received,
the students in the grades tested would have moved on to the next grade.
What inferences could be made from the results, and how would they be
applied?

Conditioning and Plausible Values Technology

Nancy Allen, director of NAEP analysis and research at the Educa-
tional Testing Service, presented an overview of the procedures used to
generate group-level results.  Allen reminded participants that ability esti-
mates are not computed for individuals, due to the fact that any one stu-
dent responds to too few items to produce reliable estimates of perfor-
mance.  She described procedures used to generate the likely ability
distributions for individuals, based on their background characteristics and
responses to cognitive items (the conditioning procedures), and to ran-
domly draw five ability estimates (plausible values) from these distribu-
tions.  She noted that for state NAEP, the conditioning procedures utilize
information on the characteristics of all test takers in the state.

Questions arose as to what information would be included in the con-
ditioning models for districts.  Would the models be based on the charac-
teristics of the state or the characteristics of the district?  To what extent
would model misspecification lead to bias in the estimates? Allen responded
that the conditioning models rely on information about the relationships
between performance on test items and background characteristics.  Some-
times the compositional characteristics of the state and a district will differ,
based on background data, but the relationships between cognitive perfor-
mance and background characteristics may not differ.  Nevertheless, Allen
stressed that they were still exploring various models for calculating esti-
mates at the district level.
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Participants remarked that it was important to resolve these issues be-
cause of the associated expenses and/or time delays in finalizing results that
they create.  Wise questioned the extent of the conditioning needed.  He
commented that if district-level reports did not include disaggregated data
(due to the rule of 62 for reported cells), the conditioning might not need
to include all background variables.

WHO WOULD MAKE PARTICIPATION DECISIONS?
WHO WOULD OWN THE DATA?

Roy Truby, executive director of the National Assessment Governing
Board, told participants that when Congress lifted the ban on below-state
reporting, it neglected to include language in the law that clarified the roles
of states and districts in making participation decisions.  In 1998, when
NCES offered results to the naturally occurring districts, letters were sent
to the districts and their respective states.  Based on legal advice from the
Department of Education’s Office of General Counsel, state officials would
make the decision on release, not the district.  In one case, there appeared
to be a conflict in which the state wanted the data released, but the district
did not.

Original policy provided that the district-level results would be made
available only with the district’s approval.  Upon advice from the Office of
General Counsel, the policy was changed to provide that states must give
permission for the release of district data from state NAEP samples, but
that states should be encouraged to consult with the districts involved be-
fore deciding.  NAGB members were concerned that the districts were not
told when they agreed to participate in 1998 NAEP that scores for their
districts might be produced.  Because of this ambiguity about decision-
making procedures, NAGB passed the following resolution (National As-
sessment Governing Board, 1999):

Since the policy on release of district-level results did not envision a disagree-
ment between state and district officials, the Governing Board hereby sus-
pends implementation of this policy, pending legislation which would pro-
vide that the release of district-level NAEP results must be approved by both
the district and state involved.

In preparation for the workshop, participants had been asked their
opinions about which entity, the state or the district, should have the ulti-
mate decision-making authority regarding participation and release of data.
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In general, district representatives believed that the participating entity
should make participation decisions, while state representatives believed
that the decision should lie with the state.  Some added that the entity that
paid for participation should have the ultimate decision-making authority.
However, the overarching issue related to release of the results.  Under the
Freedom of Information Act, once results for districts are produced, they
are subject to release to the public.  Speakers stressed that the issue was not
so much about participation as about the fact that once the district had
participated, the results would have to be released to the public upon
request.
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6
Summing Up:

Issues to Consider and Resolve

One of the intended goals of the workshop was to highlight factors
that would affect states’ and districts’ interest in having district-level results.
While no attempt was made to establish consensus about any of the sugges-
tions that were made, several themes emerged from the interactions among
workshop participants.  The following discussion points out issues that
need to be considered and resolved before implementation decisions can be
made.

CLARIFY THE GOALS AND OBJECTIVES

The goals of district-level reporting for NAEP were not apparent to
workshop participants.  Some spoke of using tests for accountability pur-
poses, pondering whether NAEP could be used in this way or not. They
discussed the amount of testing currently done in their schools and stressed
that new testing would need to be accompanied by new (and better) infor-
mation.  However, some had trouble identifying what new and better in-
formation might come from district-level NAEP data.  Their comments
might have been different, and perhaps more useful, if they had a clear idea
of the purposes and objectives for district-level reporting.  It would be help-
ful to have an explicit statement of the goals and objectives for district-level
reporting combined with a logical argument for how the program is ex-
pected to achieve the desired outcomes.
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DEVELOP SPECIFICATIONS

There were varying understandings among the participants about the
nature and characteristics of district-level reporting.  Participants talked
about the possibility of receiving information that is currently part of na-
tional NAEP, commenting that the breadth of content areas and grades
tested were attractive features.  Some discussed receiving school-level or
individual-level scores. Others generated their own assumptions in order
to respond to the questions posed to them.  One speaker stated his self-
formulated assumptions then noted that if any of the assumptions proved
to be inaccurate, “my testimony would change accordingly.”

Many speakers highlighted background data as being very useful and
were intrigued by the prospect of seeing performance data broken down by
background characteristics. Speakers were not aware that given the sample
sizes required, such information is not likely to be provided.  Their com-
ments suggest the need for clear statements on the specifications for and
constraints on district-level reporting.

EVALUATE COSTS AND BENEFITS

What would districts and states receive? When would they receive the
information? How much would it cost?  What benefits would be realized
from the information? Workshop participants responded to questions about
their interests in the program without having answers to these questions.
Nonetheless, many said that their interest would depend on the answers.
They need information on the types of reports to be prepared—a prototype
report would be very useful for this—and the associated costs.  Would there
be varying levels of expense depending on the nature of the report?

Very important to the participants would be the time lag in receiving
reports.  Would they receive information in time to use it in their decision
and policy making?  Or would the time delays be such as to render the
information useless?  Are there options for reports that would require less
preparation time?

In addition to monetary concerns, the costs in terms of time and effort
on the part of teachers and students must also be considered.  School sys-
tems already extensively test fourth and eighth graders.  If more time is to
be taken away from instruction for the purpose of additional testing, the
benefits of the testing need to be laid out. Will additional testing amplify
the information already provided?  Or will the information be redundant
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to that provided from current tests?  Will the redundancy make it useful for
external validation?  Such information is important if NAEP’s stewards
want to assess actual levels of interest.

EVALUATE PARTICIPATION LEVELS

Many speakers talked of the value of being able to make interdistrict
comparisons based on districts with like characteristics.  However, this use
of the results rides on the assumption that sufficient numbers of districts
will participate.  Previous experiences with district-level reporting resulted
in between 10 and 12 interested districts in 1996 and virtually no inter-
ested districts in 1998.

Meaningful comparisons, as defined by demographic, political, and
other contextual variables that districts believe are important, depend on
there being a wide variety of other districts with district-level reports.  Hav-
ing only a handful of districts that meet the sampling criteria may limit
one of the most fundamental functions for district-level reporting, that is,
having a carefully selected group of other districts against which to com-
pare results.  Thus, if making comparisons is the primary objective for
receiving district-level reports, the targeted districts must feel secure in
knowing that there are sister districts also completing the necessary proce-
dures for receiving district-level results. The extent of participation will
limit the ability to make the desired comparisons.

CONSIDER WAYS TO SERVE SMALL DISTRICTS

According to the sampling criteria, participation would be limited be-
cause many districts would not qualify to receive reports. However, if hav-
ing district-level data turns out to be associated with educational improve-
ments, should small districts be denied access to such an important
program?  The Third International Mathematics and Science Survey
(TIMSS) has permitted a district consortium for the most recent assess-
ment.  Would such consortia be allowed for NAEP reporting, and would
the reports be meaningful to the participants? If credible results are to be
provided for all individual districts, would this necessitate implementing
district NAEP as a census rather than a sample?  These are issues that
NAEP’s stewards need to address as they consider the goals, objectives,
specifications, and components for district-level reporting.
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CONSIDER THE IMPACT OF RAISING THE STAKES

A concern expressed when state NAEP was first implemented related
to the increased stakes that would be associated with reporting data for
smaller units.  The message from several speakers (particularly district rep-
resentatives) was that district-level reports would raise the stakes associated
with NAEP.  An evaluation of the effects of higher stakes, particularly
as they relate to the types of inferences that may be made, would be
important.
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APPENDIX

 A
Workshop on District-Level Reporting

for NAEP
Agenda and Participants

Thursday – September 16 Georgetown Suites Hotel

10:00 - 10:15 Welcome and Introductions
Pat DeVito, Chair

10:15 - 12:15 Panel 1: What purposes would be served by district-
level reporting of NAEP?
Facilitators: LeAnn Gamache and Doug Herrmann

Topics:
a.  What information needs might be served?
b.  Who would use the results?
c.  How would they be used?
d.  What are the issues that should be considered?
e.  What are the advantages and disadvantages?
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SPEAKERS

Wayne Martin, Council of Chief State School Officers
Sharon Lewis, Council of Greater City Schools
Ed Roeber, Advanced Systems in Measurement and
Evaluationa

Albert Beaton, Boston Collegea

REACTORS

Susan Agruso, South Carolinab

Judy Costa, Clark County, Nevada

12:15- 1:15 Lunch

 1:15 - 3:15 Panel 2: What are the implications of district-level
reporting for state/local policy, instruction, and
assessment?
Facilitators: Melody Carswell  and Lou Fabriziob

Topics:
a.  What lessons did states learn from the introduction of
state NAEP that help us think about the likely impact of
district-level NAEP?
b. What have been the impacts on:

- state testing/education policies,
- state testing programs,
- school curricula,
- schools, teachers, children

c.  What types of comparisons are being made?
d.  How do the comparisons affect interpretations of state/
local testing results?
e.  What happens when NAEP results and state/local
assessment results differ?

SPEAKERS

Don Watson, Colorado
Bob Silverman, Washingtona

Peter Behuniak, Connecticut
Susan Agruso, South Carolinab
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REACTOR

Steve Dunbar, University of Iowa

3:15 – 3:30 Break

3:30 Closed meeting for committee members

Friday – September 17, NAS, Foundry, Room 2004

 8:30 - 9:00 Continental breakfast

 9:00 – 2:00 Welcome and Introductions
Pat DeVito, Chair

Panel 3: To what extent are states and districts
interested in district-level reporting?  What factors
influence their interest?

Topics:
a. What information might district-level reporting provide
to you? What information might it provide that is not
available from other sources?
b.How might district-level reports be used?  What, if any,
decisions might be based on reported results?
c. What are the implications of district-level reporting for
your state and/or local assessment programs?
d.What lessons from past forays/experiences, if any, with
district level reporting of NAEP apply to current context?
e. What factors would influence your interest in future
participation in district-level NAEP? (costs, testing
burden, reporting schedule, type of reports, possible score
uses)
f. Should states and/or districts make decisions about
participation in district NAEP?
g. Who should receive the scores? Who should make
decisions about score release?

Reporting District-Level NAEP Data: Summary of a Workshop

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

http://www.nap.edu/9768


48 APPENDIX A

9:00 – 10:45 Naturally Occurring Districts
Facilitators: Pat DeVito, Maryellen Donahue

PANEL 3A: SPEAKERS

Carol Perlman, Chicago
Carmen Chapman, Illinoisa

PANEL 3B: SPEAKERS

Judy Costa, Clark County, Nevada
Tom McIntosh, Nevada

PANEL 3C: SPEAKERS

Robert Tobias, New York Cityb

Gerald DeMauro, New Yorka

10:45 - 11:00 Break

11:00 – 12:00 Other Interested Districts
Facilitators: Linda Bryant and Lou Fabriziob

PANEL 3D: SPEAKERS

Paul Cieslak, Milwaukeec

Nancy Amuleru-Marshall, Atlantaa

Harry Selig, Houston Independent School District
Paula Mosley, Los Angeles Unified School District
Mitchell Chester, Philadelphia

12:00 - 1:00 Lunch

 1:00 – 2:00 PANEL 3D, CONTINUED

  2:00 - 3:30 Panel 4: Technical and Policy Issues
Facilitators: Audrey Qualls and Duane Steffey

Topics:
Issues related to sampling and administration
Issues related to reporting of scores and conditioning
Issues related to policy
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- What constitutes a district?
- Who makes participation decisions?
- Who “owns” the data?
- Who gets to see and use the data?

PANELISTS

Rick Vallient, Westat
Nancy Allen, ETSa

Peggy Carr, NCES
Roy Truby, NAGB

REACTOR

Lauress Wise, HumRRO

3:30 Adjourn

***

PARTICIPANTS

Nancy Allen,a Director, NAEP Analysis and Research, Educational
Testing Service

Nancy Amuleru-Marshall,a Executive Director, Research and Assessment,
Atlanta Public Schools

Al Beaton,a Professor, Educational Evaluation, School of Education,
Boston College

Peter Behuniak, Director of Student Assessment and Testing, Connecticut
State Department of Education

Peggy Carr, Associate Commissioner, Assessment Division, National
Center for Education Statistics, U.S. Department of Education

Carmen Chapman,a Administrator, Division of Assessment, Illinois State
Department of Education

Mitchell Chester, Executive Director, Office of Accountability and
Assessment, School District of Philadelphia

Paul Cieslak,c Research Specialist, Milwaukee Public Schools
Judy Costa, Testing Director, Clark County School District, Las Vegas, NV
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Gerald DeMauro,a Coordinator of Assessment, Office of State
Assessment, Albany, NY

Steve Dunbar, Professor of Educational Measurement and Statistics,
College of Education, The University of Iowa

Sharon Lewis, Director of Research, Council of the Great City Schools
Wayne Martin, Director, State Education Assessment Center, Council of

Chief State School Officers
Thomas McIntosh, Team Leader, Nevada Department of Education
Paula Mosley, Coordinator, Student Testing and Evaluation, Office of

Instruction, Los Angeles, CA
Carole L. Perlman, Director of Student Assessment, Chicago Public Schools
Edward Roeber,a Vice President of External Relations, Advanced Systems

in Measurement and Evaluation, Dover, NH
Harry Selig, Research Manager, Research and Accountability

Department, Houston Independent School District, Houston, TX
Robert Silverman,a Senior Analyst for Assessment, Olympia, WA
Roy Truby, Executive Director, National Assessment Governing Board
Richard Valliant, Associate Director, Statistical Group, WESTAT
Don Watson, Acting Director, Student Assessment, Colorado

Department of Education
Lauress L. Wise, President, Human Resources Research Organization

Hurricane Floyd interfered with participants’ travel plans:
aParticipated via speaker phone for a portion of the meeting
bUnable to attend
cProvided written comments but did not participate
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APPENDIX

B
Background Information on NAEP

The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) has been
assessing students across the country since 1969, providing valuable infor-
mation about students’ performance in various content domains. Results of
the national assessment, frequently called “the nation’s report card,” were
presented annually from 1969 to 1979.  Since 1980, national NAEP has
been administered every two years, with the implementation of a state-level
NAEP system in 1990.

PURPOSES

Since its beginning, NAEP has served as a barometer of student aca-
demic performance across the country. It provides data on trends in the
academic performance of elementary, middle, and secondary students in
key subject areas and has proven to be a unique source of background
information that has both informed and guided educational policy.  NAEP
results have the credence and power to inform and guide educational policy
largely due to the integrity with which NAEP is viewed. The results are
used to (National Research Council 1999a: 27):

• describe the status of the education system,
• describe the performance of students in different demographic

groups,
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• identify the knowledge and skills over which students have (or do
not have) mastery,

• support judgments about the adequacy of observed performance,
• argue the success or failure of instructional content and strategies,
• discuss relationships among achievement and school and family

variables,
• reinforce the call for high academic standards and education re-

form, and
• argue for system and school accountability.

NAEP is considered by education stakeholders at various local, state,
and national levels to be the national benchmark1 of both content and
performance standards and to provide valuable information for national
and state comparisons. For each of the content areas, NAGB has developed
an organizing framework.  The NAEP frameworks—derived from a na-
tional consensus process that includes educators, policy makers, practitio-
ners, and scholars in the respective fields—denote the broadly accepted
content standards that students in fourth, eighth, and twelfth grades should
seek to attain. The released items give examples of the kind of questions
and level of content knowledge assessed at each grade.

INDICATORS OF ACHIEVEMENT

NAEP assesses a vast array of content areas.  Due to the many content
areas and the need to limit the length of the testing time, a matrix sampling
design is used to obtain a representative sample of students taking each
subject-area assessment.  Under this design, blocks of items within each
content domain are administered to groups of students, making it possible
to administer a large number and range of items during a relatively brief
testing period.  Consequently, each student takes only a few items in a
content domain.  As a result, the performance of any particular student
cannot be accurately measured, preventing achievement scores for indi-
vidual students from being available. NAEP, thus, reports only group-level
results.

NAEP subject-matter achievement is reported through scale scores.

1 “Benchmarking” means measuring one’s own practices against those of others, and, in
this context, refers to the practice of comparing local or state-level test results against those
derived from national indicators.

Reporting District-Level NAEP Data: Summary of a Workshop

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

http://www.nap.edu/9768


BACKGROUND INFORMATION ON NAEP 53

Scale scores summarize student performance (on a scale of 0-500) in a
given subject area for the nation as a whole and for subsets of the popula-
tion based on demographic and background characteristics.  Results are
tabulated over time to provide trend information.

Academic achievement is also summarized using performance stan-
dards, or achievement levels. NAGB has established policy definitions for
three levels of student achievement—basic, proficient, and advanced (U.S.
Department of Education, 1997). The achievement levels denote the range
of performance established for each grade and describe the levels of knowl-
edge demonstrated by students:

Basic:  partial mastery of prerequisite knowledge and skills that are funda-
mental for proficient work at each grade.

Proficient:  solid academic performance for each grade assessed. Students
reaching this level have demonstrated competency over challenging subject
matter, including subject-matter knowledge, application of such knowledge
to real-world situations, and analytical skills appropriate to the subject
matter.

Advanced:  superior performance.

There is also a fourth level of student achievement, “below-basic,” for which
no description is provided.

BACKGROUND, CONTEXTUAL, AND
ENVIRONMENTAL INFORMATION

NAEP collects a variety of demographic, background, and contextual
information on students, teachers, and administrators. Student demo-
graphic information, such as race/ethnicity, gender, and highest level of
parental education, are available.  As stated above, NAEP summarizes re-
sults by certain demographic and educational characteristics.

Contextual and environmental data collected during NAEP adminis-
trations provides information in such areas as students’ course selection,
homework habits, use of textbooks and computers, and communication
with parents about schoolwork.  Information obtained about teachers per-
tains to such areas as the kind of training, number of years teaching, and
instructional practices. Administrators also respond to questions about their
schools, including the location and type of school, school enrollment num-
bers, and levels of parental involvement.
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