5/27/2004 MASP Presentation to the Michigan Senate Education Committee

Senators, Ladies and Gentlemen:

Thank you for the opportunity to speak on the important topic of high-stakes

assessment in Michigan. I am Mr. Jim Somers, a School Psychologist at Dwight Rich Middle School in Lansing. My two co-authors, Dr. Matt Burns of Central Michigan University, and Dr. Susan Petterson of Oakland Schools, were not able to be here today but send their regards. I am here representing the Board of the Michigan Association of School Psychologists. The document in your hands represents the opinion of that Board. We have provided extra copies for those needing them.

In undertaking this task, we were aware of the storms sweeping the state from

the national level. We wanted to be sure that Michigan’s educational ship was

steady on its course in spite of the shifting winds, and that all were safely

aboard. We were concerned whether national pressures to use test results in a

high-stakes manner, would narrow and fractionalize the excellent educational

system already existing in Michigan.

Regarding the high-stakes use of the MEAP, our analysis was three-fold.

First, we examined the MEAP in terms of its reliability and validity. Second, we

addressed current policies and practices in the use of the test results. Third,

our recommendations addressed MEAP issues as well as diversity issues in

educational assessment.

In applying current standards regarding test development, we found that the

MEAP’s reliability (consistency of measurement) is sufficient for making

decisions about the performance of groups, but falls short of the threshold for

making important decisions about individuals. We were hampered in our analysis by

available information being several years old; an updated technical manual by

MDE about the MEAP could lead to different conclusions.

Validity information about the MEAP suggests that the test is well

constructed and related to the curriculum. However, no information is provided regarding

criterion validity (the relationship between scores and outcomes for

students). We realize the MEAP was developed primarily to measure curricular learning,

but we think the test would be improved by demonstrating how scores are

related to post-school outcomes in both vocational and educational areas.

Although the test does measure curricular learning, it cannot be said that

differences in scores must be due to differences in schools. This is because

many independent studies have found that achievement test scores are affected by

such student background factors as mobility, nonEnglish speaking home,

socioeconomic status, and to a lesser degree, ethnicity. This means that differences

in the scores of two schools may be related to the differences in the

socioeconomic background of their students, and not necessarily due to differences in instruction.

We have concern regarding the high-stakes consequences imposed on lower scoring

schools with high proportions of disadvantaged students, because research has

found that the achievement gap is preexisting when such students first step into

school. Lack of exposure to literacy at the preschool level is difficult to overcome after students reach school, unless enriched resources are directed toward those early years to prevent or immediately address the deficits.

RECOMMENDED POLICIES REGARDING HIGH STAKES ASSESSMENT IN MICHIGAN

Retain the MEAP if applied in the specific manner noted in the items below:

While MASP has concerns regarding the developmental appropriateness of the

Michigan Curriculum Benchmarks for all students, MASP believes that tests within

the MEAP can be better tools than using a nationally normed test that is

MARGINALLY related to the state’s curriculum expectations. USING A NATIONAL TEST MAY INCREASE RELIABILITY BUT AT THE EXPENSE OF VALIDITY. However, the MEAP needs further

refinement and a technical manual. Our recommendation to keep the MEAP is made

with caution and the MEAP should only be applied in the specific manner noted

below.

 Use the MEAP at this time for group, not individual progress: MASP believes

that at this point in its development, the MEAP should be linked only to its

original purposes: align district curriculum with the Michigan Curriculum

Benchmarks and to assess overall progress of groups of students towards meeting

those benchmarks. The MEAP is not yet an appropriate assessment measure to

determine instructional decisions for individual students. Separate validation

studies must be conducted to support such further uses of the MEAP in Michigan.

 Add vertical scaling, yearly testing, and use rate of growth as a measure

of progress: MASP opposes cross-sectional comparisons (comparing groups across

the same grade) because the groups are often unequal and normal fluctuations

in a school’s sample do not reflect instructional variables. We endorse the

development of vertical scaling (expanding the MEAP so that there is a sufficient

item range to reflect the curriculum across multiple grade levels) to enable

scores to be compared longitudinally. MASP supports following groups of

students to determine instructional needs based on their rates of growth, rather

than their progress toward a fixed standard. Research has shown that rate of

growth is not affected by background influences after second grade. MASP

recommends an eventual system using each individual’s rate of growth (value-added

method) as a basis for determining Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP).

 Do not use single scores for student sanctions or rewards: MASP opposes

such high-stakes practices as linking performance on a single test score, such as

MEAP, to individual student decisions such as grade promotion, retention,

instructional placement, graduation, or eligibility for scholarship. Consistent

with best practice, MASP supports the use of converging, multiple sources of

data to make any individual student decisions.  Such variables may include, but

are not restricted to grades, curriculum based measurement, teacher

evaluations, and parent input.

 Do not use scores for school sanctions or rewards: MASP opposes using

rewards or sanctions for staff, school or district based on their students’

performance on a single test, because schools have little control over

non-instructional influences such as student background that significantly impact

achievement. Further, incentives have tended to occur in affluent communities and are

strongly associated with ethnicity and income.

 Give and score the test in the fall so instruction can be adjusted: MASP

recommends the MEAP be given and scored in the fall, which allows teachers to

make instructional adjustments during the second semester with the same group of

students. Early administration of the test will also limit the inordinate

amount of time some schools spend in MEAP preparation.

 Report Mobility Rates. Although moving once or twice during the public

school years may not be particularly detrimental, most research shows that high

mobility lowers student achievement, especially when the students are from

low-income, less-educated families (Sewell, 1982; Straits, 1987). Since mobility

rates are a non-instructional influence on achievement, schools should be

required to report the mobility rates for each grade level assessment.

 Add a veracity scale to the MEAP. This is a group of very easy questions

scattered throughout the test, designed to identify students who have an invalid

test score due to coding their answer sheet randomly (malingering).  Such

students, or those who were ill, should be readministered the test with an adult

present. It is suggested that veracity questions be carefully arranged on the

answer sheet  (such as at the bottom of each column) so that a pattern of

responses can be easily discerned.

 MDE should regularly caution the public about misuse of test results: MASP

supports a stronger role by the Michigan Department of Education to distribute

information about the appropriate use of large-scale assessments, including

cautions to educators, media and parents about the misuse of such test scores

in demographic and district-by-district comparisons.  If the state wishes to

contract these services, the contractor should provide full disclosure regarding

appropriate use of test scores.

End of prepared remarks.

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The following was given in response to a question about why students place so little value on the high school MEAP test. It illustrates that using a fixed standard, contributes to that malaise. 

Explanation of growth or value-added measurement of student learning:

Assume your daughter has decided to join the track team and enter the high jump. As you work with her in your back yard, where do you set the bar? Even if you know that five feet is a respectable height for high school, do you set it at five feet? Or do you determine how high she is jumping now, and set the bar a little higher than that level, moving it upward as she improves? 

Now, assume that you want to know how the high jumpers are progressing across the county, on each team. Do you measure that by seeing how many can clear five feet? Or would you rather know how much improvement each athlete has made during the season? Which of these would tell you who is coached the best, the team that has the most athletes clearing 5 feet, or the team that has made the most improvement?

This is the difference between a fixed standard and a growth standard. The MEAP cutoff for many students is at 5 feet. For those far below, it is pretty discouraging. And for those easily above, it provides no incentive to do better. But if we used a rate of growth criterion, all could be credited for their progress, at whatever level that may be. And if we use an individualized rate of growth criterion, we would no longer have the confounding effect of the child’s background, because we are comparing each child to themselves (longitudinally comparing their previous score to current score). Under this model, a child’s rate of growth in an urban school can be compared to another child’s rate of growth in a suburban school, giving us a better measure of instructional effectiveness in each setting.

