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Message from the State Superintendent
of Public Instruction

They are not our youngest students. They
are not our oldest students. They are those
students who are in the center—our middle
grades students. They are also those students
who are often living through the most confus-
ing, uncertain times of their lives.

This handbook, Taking Center Stage: A
Commitment of Standards-Based Education for
California’s Middle Grades Students, looks at
the needs of middle grades students against a
backdrop of standards, assessment, and ac-
countability. It provides guidance for Califor-
nia’s educators to help them successfully
implement a standards-based education for
our young adolescents.

Clearly, students are facing a challenging
period in their development. As a result, those
educators who have been charged with the
important task of educating these students have
an equally challenging task. It is a time of ups
and downs, successes and setbacks, and bold
exploration juxtaposed against anxieties and
insecurities. In fact, the adolescent years can
be so tumultuous that some of us—when we
reflect back on our own experiences—are
enormously thankful that we do not need to
relive those years.

To guide us in our efforts to provide a
world-class education for these students,

I established the Middle Grades Task Force,

iv

and I want to thank the educators who served
on this group. I greatly appreciate all their hard
work and the many hours they spent on this
project. Their charge was to build upon the
earlier work of Caught in the Middle, the 1987
California Department of Education middle
grades report. Moving forward from that
previous document, Taking Center Stage
specifically addresses how to implement
standards and to explore their implications for
the school as a whole.

The middle grades have always been a
critical and pivotal link for students in the
education chain. This linkage takes on an even
greater significance with the High School Exit
Examination looming in the future of every
middle grades student. Our middle school
educators are vital to the standards-based
learning that will prepare students for the
future.

I hope you find this document a useful tool,
and I look forward to working with you as we
continue building a world-class, standards-
based education in California for @/l students.

DU

DeLAINE EASTIN

State Superintendent of Public Instruction



Preface

Taking Center Stage: A Commitment to
Standards-Based Education for California’s
Middle Grades Students has been written
primarily for teachers and principals, most of
whom consider implementing standards-
based education one of their most compelling
professional challenges. Examining stan-
dards-based education from several perspec-
tives, the document focuses on what some
observers refer to as the technology of
standards: What are they? How do we work
toward meeting them? How do we measure
them? What do we do with the results?

This publication contains helpful informa-
tion for school personnel about what they need
to know and do to make standards-based
education a success. Accordingly, it examines
such issues as school culture, classroom organi-
zation, differentiated instruction, accelerated
learning opportunities, an emotionally and
physically safe school environment, and the
specific knowledge and skills teachers and
principals need to work effectively in a stan-
dards-based middle school.

Each chapter concludes with thought-
provoking professional reflections, intended to
challenge teachers and principals to think
deeply about the issues presented, and one or
more appendixes containing material related to

the chapter. Notes and additional references are
provided at the back of the publication.

Analytical, reflective, and informative,
Taking Center Stage avoids the danger of
assuming that everyone understands or is
committed to standards-based education in the
same way. The reader is provided with a
substantial amount of information, together
with the logic behind standards, assessment,
and accountability for unleashing greater levels
of professional commitment to reforms in
standards-based education.

LesvLie FAusser
Chief Deputy Superinfendent
Policy and Programs

Sonia HERNANDEZ
Deputy Superintendent
Curriculum and Instructional Leadership Branch

WENDY HARRIS
Assistant Superintendent and Director
Education Support and Networks Division

THADDEUS DUMAS
Administrator
Middle Grades and High School Networks Office

RozyLny WORRALL
Administrator
Middle Grades and High School Networks Office
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Introduction

Report from the Superintendent’s Middle Grades Task Force

n September 1998 State Super-
intendent of Public Instruction
Delaine Eastin convened the
Middle Grades Task Force to
develop a grade-span sequel to
the 1987 publication Caught in
the Middle: Educational Reform
for Young Adolescents in California Public
SchoolsSuperintendent Eastin also asked the
task force to move beyond that earlier work
and to focus on standards, assessment, and
accountability and their implications for middle
school instruction.

Shortly after, on January 18, 1999, the
State Board of Education and Superintendent
Eastin issued a joint public statement defining
policy and administrative commitments to
standards-based education:

A shortcoming of [school reform] up to this
point has been the lack of focus on rigorous
academic standards. The desire to improve
student achievement . . . lacked a comprehen-
sive, specific vision of what students actually
needed to know and be able to do. . . . For the
first time we are stating explicitly the content
that students need to acquire at each grade level
through grade eight and in grades nine and ten
and in grades eleven and twelve. These
standards are rigorous. With student mastery of
this content, California schools will be on a par
with those in the best educational systems in

other states and nations. . . . Fifteen years from
now, we are convinced, the adoption of
standards will be viewed as the signal event
that began “a rising tide of excellence” in our
schools. No more will the critical question
“What should my child be learning?” be met
with uncertainty of knowledge, purpose, and
resolve. These standards answer the question.
They are comprehensive and specific. They
represent our commitment to excellence.

The report of the findings and recommen-
dations of the Middle Grades Task Force
affirms the relationship between a sound
middle school philosophy and the goals of
standards-based education.

The task force approached this work with
the utmost seriousness. Taking Center Stage
outlines the conditions for implementing
standards-based middle grades education,
including specific recommendations on such
issues as the following:

* Professional accountability

 Reports of standards-based performance to
students and parents

* Creation of a school culture capable of
sustaining standards-based education

» Effective use of time through the schedul-
ing of strategies that emphasize deep
learning, complex reasoning, and differen-
tiated instruction



 After-hours programs designed to support » Support and build on the student-centered

academic learning in response to content

middle school philosophy for young adoles-

and performance standards cents.

» Site-based professional development de- » Speak directly to the needs of teachers and
signed to provide teachers with the knowl- principals as they incorporate new knowl-
edge and skills needed to work effectively edge and skills into their day-to-day profes-

in a standards-based middle school

Taking Center Stag@cludes more than two
hundred references, including the work of major

scholars and middle-level educators.

Throughout its work the Middle Grades

sional practices.

» Guide instructional and assessment practices
designed to help all students meet or exceed
defined academic proficiency levels.

The Middle Grades Task Force and the

Task Force has been driven by an intense desire California Department of Education have
to develop a document and recommendations identified key elements andrecommendations
that:

2

 Reflect the philosophy and policy of
the State Board of Education and State

Superintendent Eastin.
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needed to implement standards-based education
and support student academic achievement. The
seven key elements and the 16 recommendations
are as follows:

Key Element | Rigorous Academic Content and Performance Standards

To ensure the success of all students:

Recommendation 1:

Recommendation 2:

Implement rigorous and consistent standards while
maintaining a dynamic student-centered culture.
(See Chapters 1, 2, 5, and 10.)

Provide sustaining resources and support for standards-
based education. (See Chapters 2, 3, 5, 7, 8, 10, and 12.)

Key Element Il Curriculum and Instruction

To ensure the success of all students:

Recommendation 3:

Recommendation 4:

Demonstrate commitment to essential elements of the
middle grades philosophy. (See Chapters 1, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9,
and 12.)

Align curriculum, instruction, and assessment practices
with the California content and performance standards.
(See Chapters 2, 3, and 14.)

Taking Center Stage



Recommendation 5:  Connect the contributions of California’s diverse
multicultural population as standards are implemented.
(See Chapters 6, 10, 12, and 14.)

Recommendation 6:  Use technology as a tool to improve and increase
student academic achievement. (See Chapters 6 and 14.)

Recommendation 7:  Examine the use of time to provide students and teach-
ers opportunities to plan, integrate, teach, and learn.
(See Chapters 7, 9, and 11.)

Recommendation 8:  Work with feeder elementary schools and destination
high schools to provide consistent expectations and
seamless transitions. (See Chapters 2, 4, 11, and 13.)

Key Element Ill  Assessment and Accountability
To ensure the success of all students:

Recommendation 9:  Relate performance standards to content standards to
define levels of academic excellence and proficiency.
(See Chapters 2, 3, and 4.)

Recommendation 10: Develop classroom and local assessment data systems
that are used to determine appropriate instructional
practices. (See Chapters 3, 4, and 8.)

Recommendation 11: Hold all stakeholders accountable for high academic
and behavioral expectations. (See Chapters 1, 2, 4,
and 11.)

Key Element IV Student Interventions
To ensure the success of all students:

Recommendation 12: Provide appropriate accelerated interventions based
on the results of relevant assessment instruments.
(See Chapters 3, 10, 11, 12, and 14.)

Key Element V Professional Development
To ensure the success of all students:

Recommendation 13: Provide relevant and appropriate school-based,
comprehensive, ongoing professional development.
(See Chapters 7 and 14.)

Taking Center Stage Introduction 3



Key Element VI Parent and Community Partnerships

To ensure the success of all students:

Recommendation 14: Engage families and the community to support student
achievement. (See Chapters 9, 12, and 13.)

Key Element VIl Health and Safety

To ensure the success of all students:

Recommendation 15: Create and sustain safe school environments.
(See Chapters 6, 8, 12, and 13.)

Recommendation 16: Provide access to health and social services to maximize
student well-being. (See Chapter 13.)

As middle schools have evolved and
grown in number and research continues to
validate the unique and vital role that middle
schools play in the development of young
adolescents, the next major advance—stan-
dards-based middle grades education—will
challenge every middle-level educator in
California. Standards-based education in the
middle grades is the dominant theme around
which this document is organized. Many
observers of the middle school movement
believe that it is now possible to implement a
powerful model for schooling young adoles-
cents in the middle grades and to make the
educational experience even more dynamic
and effective. A passion on the part of

4 Introduction

teachers, principals, and parents for academic
excellence as well as a deep commitment to
opportunities for engaging young adolescents
during their formative stages of development
will count most in preparing them for success-
ful productive citizenship in the new millen-
nium.

The seven key elements frame for the
reader the meaning and importance of stan-
dards-based middle grades education. Through-
out the document the recommendations of the
Superintendent’s Middle Grades Task Force
are noted with a star and band of blue
on the first page of every chapter. These
notations will assist in locating material
specific to each recommendation.

Taking Center Stage



“A total commitment is paramount to reaching
the ultimate in performance.”

—Tom Flores

California’s Middle Schools: Poised
for World-Class Performance

n any performance all eyes are
fixed on center stage. When the
players take center stage, they
enter the spotlight—the focal
point where the foremost action
takes place. With expectation
the audience watches.
Education is always in the spotlight
because of its unquestionable value to a literate
and responsible citizenry. At center stage in the
continuum of grade spans are the middle
grades, a pivotal period between elementary
school and high school. Within the middle
grades a number of key constructs share the
spotlight:

» Standards-based education takes center
stage.Both content and performance
standards are central to the shift from a
curriculum-based paradigm to one high-
lighting standards.

» Assessment takes center stalyianingful
student assessments are central to effective
instruction. From assessment results,

Recommendations 1, 3, 11

Tom Flores, former National Football League coach

teachers determine what needs to be taught
and, perhaps, what needs to be taught
again. A variety of assessment tools are
used: statewide and local, formal and
informal. Standards-aligned assessments
are essential in determining whether
students have achieved standards.

» Accountability takes center stag€each-
ers, administrators, students, and parents
are all essential stakeholders and partners
responsible for student success.

A student-centered philosophy occupies
the stage in the middle grades. It provides a
rich setting and context for initiatives that lead
to higher levels of student achievement for all
students. Taking Center Stage addresses each
of the fundamental components within a
context relevant to California’s middle schools,
a central grade span well poised for world-
class performance. But first a historical per-
spective of middle grades philosophy as well
as the key events and initiatives leading to
standards-based education in California must
be provided.



Historical Perspective: Setting
the Stage for California’s Middle
School Reform Movement

Those who were engaged in middle-level
education during the latter half of the twentieth
century are familiar with the debate over the
most appropriate kind of schooling to be
provided for young adolescents. During that
period deep concerns developed over the
failure of many junior high schools to respond
adequately to the unique developmental
characteristics of middle-level students. The
typically rigid organization of junior high
schools, which mimicked the departmentalized
structure of secondary education, rendered
young adolescents unprepared for the transition
from the emotionally safe haven of elementary
schools to the demands of the junior high
schools.

Two things became increasingly clear.
First, students in grades six, seven, and eight
required schools that would focus on the
students’ physical, social, and emotional
development. Second, they needed schools that
would respond effectively to the students’
rapidly developing intellectual abilities.
Unfortunately, the staffs in many junior high
schools in California were ill prepared by
training or inclination to take on that dual
requirement. Nor were conventional elemen-
tary schools, kindergarten through grade eight,
prepared to alter their self-contained classroom
structures to provide for a more rigorous
academic emphasis, particularly in mathemat-
ics and science, even though their nurturing
student-centered focus was laudable. In short,
young adolescents found themselves caught in
the middle.

6 Chapter 1

Concerns about meeting the needs of those
students led to the publication in 1987 of
Caught in the Middle: Educational Reform for
Young Adolescents in California Public
Schools,* which captured the essence of a new
kind of school for young adolescents. Before
its publication many California educators and
parents saw the middle school years as a period
of time to be endured rather than celebrated.
But much of that mentality has disappeared
with the advent of middle schools. Because of
concerted efforts by middle school principals
to hire teachers who embrace this more posi-
tive philosophy, a much higher number of
those teaching in middle grades schools today
do so by choice, not by chance. Teachers with
specialized training in core subjects are at-
tracted to middle schools that emphasize high
academic standards. At the same time, school
administrators have been successfully recruit-
ing teachers with serious interest in the promise
rather than the problems of early adolescence.

Early adolescence is one of the most
exciting periods of intellectual, physical,
social, and emotional development in the
human life span. To energize the education of
the state’s young adolescents, hundreds of new
middle schools have emerged throughout
California during the past decade. The resulting
changes that have occurred in middle-level
education constitute one of California’s most
successful educational reform efforts.

Combining demands for academic profi-
ciency and enlightened responsiveness to the
physical, emotional, social, and intellectual
challenges of students in the middle grades,
teachers and principals have created middle
schools in which students are no longer caught
in the middle. Their efforts, together with those

Taking Center Stage



of approximately 500 middle grades partner-
ship schools in the California Middle Grades
Partnership Network, have produced dynamic
new learning environments (see also Appendix
1-A, “California Middle Grades Partnership
Network,” at the end of this chapter).

A research-based report funded by the
Carnegie Corporation of New York, Turning
Points 2000: Educating Adolescents in the 21st
Century,? documents the progress made by
middle schools in the last decade. The first
Turning Points report and recommendations,
published in 1989, called on middle schools
to “transmit a core of common, substantial
knowledge to all students in ways that foster
curiosity, problem solving, and critical think-
ing.” Turning Points 2000 reshapes and adds
precision to that recommendation and the
others, having based the new recommendations
on practices found to be effective.

The new recommendations call for “middle
grades schools that:*

 Teach a curriculum grounded in rigorous
public academic standards for what stu-
dents should know and be able to do
relevant to the concerns of adolescents and
based on how students learn best. . . .

* Use instructional methods designed to
prepare all students to achieve higher
standards and become lifelong learners. . ..

» Staff middle grades schools with teachers
who are expert at teaching young adoles-
cents and engage teachers in ongoing,
targeted professional development oppor-
tunities. . . .

« Organize relationships for learning to
create a climate of intellectual develop-
ment and a caring community of shared
educational purpose. . . .

Taking Center Stage

» Govern democratically, through direct or
representative participation by all school
staff members, the adults who know the
students best. . . .

« Provide a safe and healthy school environ-
ment as part of improving academic
performance and developing caring and
ethical citizens. . . .

* Involve parents and communities in
supporting student learning and healthy
development. . ..”

The Turning Points 2000 recommendations
are consistent with those of California’s
Middle Grades Task Force (see Introduction).
California’s Middle Grades Task Force’s
recommendations reflect the best of middle
grades philosophy (including equal access to
the most demanding curricula, interdisciplinary
team teaching, active and cooperative learning,
flexible scheduling, inclusive classrooms,
multicultural education, complex reasoning,
and differentiated instruction, along with
mentoring, tutoring, and counseling experi-
ences) and an increased emphasis on academic
expectations through standards-based educa-
tion. The task force’s recommendations
relevant to the content in each chapter are
highlighted on the first page of each chapter.

A Shift in California’s
Educational Paradigm

For a better understanding of the rationale
behind California’s shift to a standards-based
system, it is important to take a look back at
some of the milestones of the past decade.
What took place in the 1990s to warrant a
change in the delivery system for education?

California’s Middle Schools 7



What events precipitated the call for standards-
based education?

In 1991 the U.S. Secretary of Labor’s
Commission on Achieving Necessary Skills
(SCANYS) in What Work Requires of Schools®
called for schools to produce students better
prepared to transition to a workplace environ-
ment significantly changed from an industrial
model to a knowledge-based, technology
model. The emerging jobs and workplace were
calling for employees with sophisticated
critical thinking and higher-reasoning skills as
well as basic skills in reading, writing, math-
ematics, speaking, and listening. The SCANS
report also emphasized the importance of
interpersonal skills and the ability of incoming
employees to work on teams and with people
from culturally diverse backgrounds. The
expected workplace and foundation competen-
cies were to begin in kindergarten and grow
throughout a student’s educational career
(see also Appendix 1-B, “SCANS Workplace
Know-How,” at the end of this chapter).

The American-based New Standards
Project® began in 1993 to collect and analyze
standardized tests and documents from other
countries whose students were performing well
on international tests and whose highly skilled
citizens tended to hold jobs that paid well. A
major finding of this analysis—of prevailing
significance—is that schools are successful
when they set clear, consistent, demanding
standards that make sense in the culture of the
local school community and the nation. Use of
performance assessments to determine aca-
demic proficiency in relation to standards is
also a common feature of successful schools.

A major factor sounding an alarm for
California to reevaluate its instructional and
curricular practices was the showing of its

8 Chapter 1

students on the National Assessment of Educa-
tional Progress (NAEP). In the mid-1990s, the
results of NAEP tests in reading and mathemat-
ics revealed that California’s students ranked
near the bottom when compared with students
from other participating states. Additionally,
the results of statewide assessments in Califor-
nia indicated that, collectively, the state’s
students were not demonstrating high levels of
academic achievement.

California also needed to develop a plan to
respond to its socioeconomic and culturally
diverse population, ensuring access to rigorous
standards for all of its students. Forty-eight
percent of California’s children live near or
below the poverty line, the majority of
California’s children are minorities, and one in
every four California students (1.4 million)
speaks little or no English.” Significant changes
would have to take place to close the achieve-
ment gap and prepare California’s children for
the knowledge-based technological economy
that awaited them.

In the spring of 1995, one of the first acts
of newly elected State Superintendent of Public
Instruction Delaine Eastin was to convene a
Reading Task Force and a Mathematics Task
Force. The purpose of the task forces was to
(1) determine some of the potential causes for
the less-than-satisfactory assessment results;
and (2) make specific recommendations that
would collectively serve to raise achievement
levels.

Reading

The efforts of the Reading Task Force
culminated with the report titled Every Child a
Reader.® Published in 1995, the document was
pivotal in promoting “balanced and compre-
hensive” language arts instruction. The report

Taking Center Stage



also touted multiple solutions to the very
complex challenge of improving reading

achievement, among which were the following:

* A new language arts framework to articu-
late fully the notion of “balanced and
comprehensive” instruction

* The establishment of academic content
standards in the language arts (reading,
writing, speaking, and listening) for every
grade level, kindergarten through grade
twelve

« An assessment system aligned with
standards

« Intensive professional development at the
in-service and preservice levels

* A high-quality preschool experience to be
available to all children

 Appropriate instructional materials
(textbooks)

* Class-size reduction minimizing the
student/teacher ratio to promote more
effective classroom instruction

« Intervention strategies to prevent reading
deficiencies before they become too great
to overcome

* Prioritization of reading instruction at
every school site

* Increased funding and resources to pro-
mote the recommendations

Mathematics

In 1995 the Mathematics Task Force
published its own report titled Improving
Mathematics Achievement for All California
Students.® Like the Reading Task Force’s
report, the mathematics document included a
variety of recommendations designed to
advance mathematics achievement in the state:

Taking Center Stage

* Rigorous, balanced content and perfor-
mance standards in mathematics

* The establishment of a stable, coherent,
and informative system of assessment

* High-quality instruction for all students,
including adequate time, adequate instruc-
tional materials, mathematically powerful
teachers, and additional time in the school
day and school year

* Research to improve mathematics educa-
tion along with the improvement of the
Mathematics Framework

* Parents as partners: supporting the role of
parents in their children’s education

In 1997 the U.S. Department of Education
issued a white paper prepared for U.S. Secre-
tary of Education Richard W. Riley and titled
Mathematics Equals Opportunity.® It reaf-
firmed the need for states to adopt rigorous
standards in mathematics with the conclusion:

In the United States today, mastering
mathematics has become more important than
ever. Students with a strong grasp of mathemat-
ics have an advantage in academics and in the
job market. The eighth grade is a critical point in
mathematics education. Achievement at that
stage clears the way for students to take rigorous
high school mathematics and science courses—
keys to college entrance and success in the labor
force.

The Advent of Standards
and a New Role
for the Frameworks

In the first year of Delaine Eastin’s super-
intendency, a rigorous set of voluntary stan-
dards in every core subject area, including

California’s Middle Schools
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foreign language, visual and performing arts,
physical education, health, and career-technical
subjects, was developed for each grade level.
The standards emphasize critical thinking and
many of the workplace competencies called for
in the SCANS report. The first standards were
a catalyst and the forerunners to the State
Board—approved content standards in the four
core academic subject areas.

In the fall of 1995, Assembly Bill 265
mandated the creation of a statewide assess-
ment system that would be fully aligned to a
set of content and performance standards. It
further authorized the development of a four-
core set of academic content standards and
performance standards to be approved by the
State Board of Education. English—-language
arts and mathematics were identified as the
first content areas to be developed and to be
followed by history—social science and science.

The California Standards Commission,
composed of a demographic cross-section of
teachers, administrators, and educational
associations representing kindergarten through
grade twelve, developed the content standards.
After two years of work and numerous public
hearings, the commission presented the stan-
dards to the State Board of Education for
adoption.

In 1997 academic content standards in
English-language arts and mathematics were
adopted by the California State Board of
Education. In the following year standards
were adopted in two other important curricular
areas, science and history—social science.

With the publication of the standards came
a legislative mandate calling for every curricu-
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lum framework produced from that point
forward to be fully aligned with the adopted
standards. Furthermore, the frameworks would
have to take on a very different role. Unlike
frameworks of the past, new frameworks
would serve an entirely new purpose, one that
would link them inextricably to standards. To
understand the new role of the new frame-
works, one must first understand the role of
standards.

As stated in the Introduction to each set of
content standards: “Standards describe what to
teach, not how to teach it.” The standards serve
to articulate those things that students at each
grade level must know and be able to do by the
end of that grade. However, the standards
themselves are devoid of any discussion about
the kind of instruction needed to lead students
to master the standards. To that end the frame-
works have been designed to provide an
instructional context for the standards; they
contain recommendations for instruction that
are aligned with the standards.

Each content area framework uses the
California standards as its curricular platform
and aligns curriculum, assessment, instruction,
and organization to provide a comprehensive,
coherent structure for teaching and learning.
Additionally, the frameworks guide the imple-
mentation of the standards through specifica-
tions for the design of instructional materials,
curriculum, instruction, and professional
development. They provide guidelines and
selected research-based approaches for imple-
menting instruction to ensure optimal benefits
for all students, including students with special
learning needs.
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Adoption of Instructional
Materials

Instructional materials aligned to the
standards is an essential tool for teachers. The
following discussion excerpted from Fact Book
2000: Handbook of Education Information
explains the adoption and funding process for
instructional materials.

Primary adoptions [of textbooks] (i.e., the
first adoption following the approval of a new
state framework) are conducted every six years
for the four core curriculum areas. . . . Primary
adoptions in foreign language, visual and
performing arts, and health are to be conducted
every eight years. In all cases a follow-up
adoption (using the same evaluation criteria) is to
be scheduled between adoptions. . . .

Evaluation criteria based on the framework
and the content standards are developed by the
Curriculum Commission and adopted by the
State Board. Following a statewide recruitment
and thorough application process, the
Curriculum Commission recommends and the
State Board appoints two panels, the
Instructional Materials Panel (IMAP) and the
Content Review Panel (CRP). The IMAP is
composed primarily of classroom teachers (but
also includes other participants, such as
administrators, curriculum specialists, university
faculty, and parents) who evaluate materials
according to all elements of the criteria. The
CRP is composed of subject matter experts who
review materials according to content criteria
and ensure that the materials are accurate,
aligned with State Board-adopted content
standards in the four curricular areas, and contain
current and confirmed research. The CRP serves
as a resource for the IMAP.

The IMAP’s and CRP’s recommendations are
forwarded to the Curriculum Commission. The
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Commission then develops a written report to the
State Board containing its recommendation on
each submission. . . . The State Board considers
the Curriculum Commission’s recommendations,
related documents, and public comment prior to
adopting or not adopting each submission.

Instructional Materials and Funds

The Instructional Materials Fund (IMF) was
established as “. . . a means of annually funding
the acquisition of instructional materials”
(Education Code Section 60240). For kinder-
garten through grade eight, the IMF is allocated
to local educational agencies based on the
average daily attendance. The IMF for grades
nine through twelve is based on total enroliment.
Section 60242 authorizes the State Board to
establish a policy governing IMF expenditures
for kindergarten through grade eight. This policy
states that:

e At least 70 percent of IMF funds must be
spent on state-adopted instructional materials.

» Up to 30 percent of IMF funds may be spent
on nonadopted instructional materials that
have passed the state legal compliance review;
instructional materials that are exempt from a
legal compliance review, such as trade books,
maps and globes, reference materials (includ-
ing dictionaries), mathematics manipulatives,
and hand-held calculators; and instructional
materials that are designed for use by pupils
and their teachers as a learning resource [and]
are integral to a program as defined in
Education Code Section 60010(h) but do not
contain print or pictures and, therefore, do not
need a legal compliance review.

» Of the 30 percent, up to 5 percent of the total
IMF funds may be spent on any instructional
material which has passed a state-level or
local-level legal compliance review; instruc-
tional television and distance learning; tests
(Education Code Section 60242[a][3]);
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in-service training (Education Code section
60242[a][5]); and/or binding basic textbooks
(Education Code Section 60242[a][4]).1*

With the curriculum frameworks and the
content standards that they embody as the
foundation, adoptions are a powerful leverage
point for educational reform and improvement
in student achievement. Instructional materials
funding underscores the emphasis of State
Board-approved, content standards-based

materials as the foundation for student learning.

Relevant Legislative Initiatives
and Background

In an effort to move California toward a
standards-based system of education mirroring
national-level efforts, several key pieces of
California legislation have been written and
enacted in recent years. Collectively, these new
laws form the foundation for the state’s system
of standards, assessment, and accountability.
Figure 1-1 highlights that legislation.

Comparison of California
with Other States

A comparison of California’s educational
accomplishments with those of other states
reveals that California is one of:

« Forty-nine states that have adopted stan-
dards in the core academic subjects of
English-language arts, mathematics,
history—social science, and science

* Fifty states that administer a statewide
testing program

« Forty states that provide for annual report
cards on the performance of individual
schools
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» Twenty-seven states that evaluate and issue
public ratings of schools

* Fourteen states that reward successful
schools in some way

» Twenty-one states that identify low-per-
forming schools as part of their accountabil-
ity system, requiring schools to write or
revise a school improvement plan and
obtain assistance to improve academically

« Eighteen states with legislative authority to
close, take over, or reorganize a school that
continues to underperform academically

Summary of the Chapter

Calls for middle grades reform began in the
late 1980s. Both Caught in the Middle and
Turning Points focused their recommendations
on creating a caring student-centered culture that
would support high academic achievement.

A strong student-centered educational
philosophy is entirely compatible with high
academic expectations. This type of philosophy
is a hallmark of excellence in schools which
serve the middle grades. It is important to
affirm the conviction that education in the
middle grades should take place in a setting
specifically designed to meet the academic,
personal, and social needs and goals of students.
Responding to the intensity of this challenge,
while maintaining a clear perspective about the
fundamental academic mission of public
schooling, requires a firm hand on the helm in
schools which serve young adolescents.

Many of the recommendations in those
publications have been implemented in schools
in California and nationally as a result and are
still valid today.

Subsequent research in the 1990s called for
more precision and consistency in defining and
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Figure 1-1

California Laws on Standards, Assessment, and Accountability

California Approved/
legislation chaptered Summary of components addressed

Assembly Bill 265 October 1995 Calls for a statewide assessment system, including both local and

Education Code sections state tests; requires development of state content and performance

Senate Bill 376 October 1997 Modifies the local portion of the statewide assessment system

Education Code sections to instead require the use of a single state-selected, nationally

60640-60644 normed test as part of the Statewide Testing and Reporting
(STAR) Program; requires the nationally normed test to be
augmented with test items aligned to the California content
standards

Assembly Bill 1626 ~ August 1998 Requires all school districts to adopt promotion and retention

Education Code Section policies that require students to demonstrate basic proficiency in

48070 certain subjects and certain grades before they progress to the next
grade

Senate Bill 1X April 1999 Establishes the Public School Performance Accountability

Education Code sections Program, the Academic Performance Index (API), the Immediate

52050-52058 Intervention and Underperforming Schools Program (11/USP), and
the Governor’s High Achieving/Improving Schools Program;
establishes the Public Schools Accountability Act

Senate Bill 2X April 1999 Authorizes the development of the High School Exit Examination

Education Code sections (HSEE) (Beginning with the graduating class of 2004, California

60850-60856 public school students must pass the HSEE to receive a high
school diploma.)

Senate Bill 366 October 1999 Modifies the definition, development, and calendar for perfor-

Education Code Section
60605.5

mance standards to include a system of levels, descriptors, and
exemplars; sets November 2001 as the timeline for State Board of
Education adoption of performance standards for all core content
areas

Assembly Bill 2812

Education Code sections
60642.5 and 60649

August 2000

Modifies the statewide assessment system to eliminate an assess-
ment of applied academic skills (matrix test); separates the
California Standards Tests from the nationally normed test;
refines the testing window for the STAR Program to ensure
comparability of results for accountability purposes

Senate Bill 1354

Education Code Section
512245

September 2000

Requires all California students to pass Algebra 1 (or the equiva-
lent) in order to graduate from high school beginning with the
graduating class of 2004

Taking Center Stage
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measuring the expectations of “high academic
achievement” and what students need when
they move from school to the workplace.
Reading and mathematics were identified as the
enabling core for other content areas.

During the past decade California has taken
significant steps to respond to the call for
action. The response, relatively swift, has
expectedly placed many new demands on
educators and students for which they may not
be ready. These changes are uncomfortable and
fraught with unknowns. As educators, policy-
makers, parents, students, and communities
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move forward together, all will have a hand in
clarifying and implementing the initiatives.

In a sense there is no conclusion to this
chapter because there is no end to being respon-
sive to the needs of our children. California’s
educators, kindergarten through grade twelve,
are committed to the students they serve.
Middle grades educators take center stage in
their continuing and future efforts in guiding
young adolescents through a pivotal period of
human development and propelling them to
high academic achievement.
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PROFESSIONAL REFLECTIONS

California’s Middle Schools:
Poised for World-Class Performance

» Periodic review of a school's mission and vision statements provides direction
and focus for all staff.Is your school vision consistent with the middle grades
philosophy and standards-based education? Has your staff had the opportunity to
review Caught in the Middle and Turning Points 2000? Share your thoughts about
what it means to have a student-centered standards-based program.

* Recent state legislation has been enacted to move California schools to standards-
based educationHow has the legislation (see Figure 1-1) affected the ways in which
you plan course offerings? How has your staff organized to increase reading levels in
your school? In what ways have you and your staff considered algebra preparation for
all your students? Have collaborative discussions and planning with feeder elementary
schools and destination high schools taken place about what students should know and
be able to do in reading and mathematics?

» Content area teachers know the value of articulation with high school stafflas
your staff been a part of discussions with high school staff about High School Exit
Examination criteria? What is (would be) the role and responsibility of each? Have
mathematics teachers discussed how to get all students prepared for algebra? What
new strategies will be required to ensure success on the High School Exit Examination
for struggling students? Accelerated students? Students with special needs?

» The California Middle Grades Partnership Network has played a major role in
implementing standards-based middle grades refornmtave you had opportunities
to review the frameworks and standards and share issues, challenges, and concerns
about standards-based education with colleagues at your site? With colleagues in your
district? Middle grades educators in your county? How can sharing with colleagues
help your school implement the findings and recommendations found in Taking
Center Stage? Become a state-of-the-art middle school? Explore knowledge and
research about increased academic and intellectual development for your students?
(See Appendix 1-A.)

» As middle schools respond to the various state initiatives, a need will arise to
clarify new roles for educational stakeholdersHow have you helped students, their
families, and community supporters understand the transition to standards-based
education and assessment? What will it mean to hold everyone accountable? Teachers
and administrators? Students and families? Policymakers and community supporters?
What will you need from each to ensure student success?
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Appendix 1-A

California Middle Grades Partnership Network

“ .. leaders in collaborative networking for student success”

Schools do not need to implement middle
grades philosophy and standards-based educa-
tion in isolation. Nor do they have to reinvent
the same wheel. The California Middle Grades
Partnership Network’s multischool profes-
sional development activities can have a
liberating effect on administrators and teachers
who feel part of a greater collegial effort.

Middle schools that network are able more
effectively to:

« Improve student achievement through
standards-based education.

» Promote research and knowledge about
young adolescent learning.

* Initiate collegial dialogue across school
and district boundaries.

 Share the successes and challenges of
managing, operating, and teaching in a
middle school.
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» Pool and share resources to leverage
others who affect middle grades educa-
tion.

» Serve as a resource to the school, the
community, and other education stake-
holders.

« Implement the initiatives of the California
Department of Education and national
initiatives (e.g., Taking Center Stage,
Turning Points 2000, eighth-grade
algebra, middle grades reading, and other
student support interventions).

 Prepare students for the rigors of high
school and beyond.

For more information about the California
Middle Grades Partnership Network, telephone
the Middle Grades and High School Networks
Office, California Department of Education, at
(916) 322-1892.
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Appendix 1-B
SCANS Workplace Know-How

The U.S. Department of Labor, through the
Secretary’s Commission on Achieving Neces-
sary Skills (SCANS), has published a now-
famous report that addresses personal abilities
needed for employment and effective ways to
assess them. Included in the report are thinking
skills and personal qualities. Some of the
competencies can be reformatted under the
study skills and emotional and social growth
categories of school report cards. (See the
“Prototype Performance Report Card” in
Chapter 2, Figure 2-3).

Workplace Competencies
Effective workers can productively use:

» Resources. They know how to allocate
time, money, materials, space, and staff.

* Interpersonal skills. They can work on
teams, teach others, serve customers,
lead, negotiate, and work well with
people from culturally diverse back-
grounds.

 Information. They can acquire and
evaluate data, organize and maintain files,
interpret and communicate, and use
computers to process information.

» Systems. They understand social, organi-
zational, and technological systems; they
can monitor and correct performance; and
they can design or improve systems.

» Technology. They can select equipment
and tools, apply technology to specific
tasks, and maintain and troubleshoot
equipment.

Foundation Skills

Competent workers in the high-performance
workplace need:

Basic Skills: The student reads, writes,
performs arithmetic and mathematical
operations, listens, and speaks:

» Reading—Ilocates, understands, and
interprets written information in prose
and in documents such as manuals,
graphs, and schedules

» Writing—communicates thoughts, ideas,
information, and messages in writing; and
creates documents such as letters, direc-
tions, manuals, reports, graphs, and
flowcharts

 Arithmetic/mathematics—performs basic
computations and approaches practical
problems by choosing appropriately from
a variety of mathematical techniques

* Listening—receives, attends to, interprets,
and responds to verbal messages and
other cues

» Speaking—organizes ideas and communi-
cates orally

Thinking Skills: The student thinks cre-
atively, makes decisions, solves problems,
visualizes, knows how to learn, and reasons:

* Creative thinking—generates new
ideas

 Decision making—specifies goals and
constraints, generates alternatives,
considers risks, and evaluates and
chooses best alternative

» Problem solving—recognizes problems
and devises and implements a plan of
action

* Seeing things in the mind’s eye—
organizes and processes symbols,
pictures, graphs, objects, and other
information

From What Work Requires of Schools: A SCANS Report for America 2000. Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Labor, 1991.

Taking Center Stage
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» Knowing how to learn—uses efficient
learning techniques to acquire and
apply new knowledge and skills

» Reasoning—discovers a rule or prin-
ciple underlying the relationship
between two or more objects and
applies it when solving a problem

Personal Qualities: The student displays
responsibility, self-esteem, sociability, self-
management, and integrity and honesty:

» Responsibility—exerts a high level of

effort and perseveres toward goal
attainment
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Self-esteem—believes in . . . self-worth
and maintains a positive view of self
Sociability—demonstrates understand-
ing, friendliness, adaptability, empa-
thy, and politeness in group settings
Self-management—assesses self
accurately, sets personal goals, moni-
tors progress, and exhibits self-control
Integrity and honesty—chooses ethical
courses of action
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“Imagine a school . . . in which all children excel to high levels, regardless of their background.
Imagine a school that treats all children as gifted and builds on their strengths through
enrichment strategies, independent research, problem solving, science, writing, music, and art.
Imagine a school in which all members of the school community develop a vision of their ideal
school and in which they collaborate to achieve that dream by making major decisions about
curriculum, instructional strategies, and school organization. Imagine a school where ideas
count. Let your imagination go as far as it can.” [That school is within our reach.]

—Accelerated Schools Project

Standards-Based Education
Takes Center Stage: Content and
Performance Standards

hen a new play is to be pro-
duced, each actor gets the same
script from which to work. And
when a new game is to be
played, each player gets the
same set of rules because
fairness requires common
understanding, expectations,
and a willingness to play by the rules. Chaos
would occur on the stage if every actor worked
from a different script and on the playing field
if every team played by a different set of rules.
Mutual understanding and expectations do not
decrease the actor’s ability to be creative or the
athlete’s ability to be spontaneous and respon-

Recommendations 1, 2, 4, 9, 11

sive. In fact, these common sets of rules and
expectations heighten the experience for all
participants. When everyone knows the param-
eters, the challenge and energy are focused on
the means to achieve the end.

A Promise for Increased
Academic Achievement

Equity and excellence in education also
require a common set of expectations and a
willingness to play by the rules. Standards-
based education holds the promise of fairness
and increased academic achievement for all
students because of its rigorous, uniform
expectations. Although educational goals for
students have long existed, they have not
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always been rigorous or consistent and have
been subjected to interpretation and misinter-
pretation by teachers, parents, and the general
public. When the expectations and outcomes
are clear and consistent, teachers are able to
focus their professional attention on delivering
a rich standards-based curriculum and respond-
ing to the targeted needs of their students.

Instead of perceiving that process as a top-
down approach, many middle-level teachers see
it as a liberating feature of standards-based
education that defines the curriculum more
precisely. Because the most important knowl-
edge and skills are identified in the standards,
teachers no longer feel pressured to cover all
the content presented in many textbooks and
therefore become more confident and comfort-
able in their work.

Higher achievement through standards-
based education holds promise for all students
regardless of their socioeconomic or ethnic
backgrounds; those who are gifted; those with
disabilities; those who speak English well and
for those who are learning the language.
Standards-based education promises equity in a
student’s access to consistent, high expectations
provided by teachers employing a rich, stan-
dards-driven curriculum.

A school is measured by the achievement of
all its students. Standards-based reform, a
system of standards, assessments, and account-
ability, not only holds the promise of moving
all students toward high, consistent expectations
but also attempts to close the achievement gap
between those who have been advantaged and
those who have not through targeted assessment
and immediate interventions. Most instruction
takes place in inclusive, heterogeneous class-
rooms in which differentiated instruction is the
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norm. Appropriate intervention strategies
would include targeted, flexible grouping
within a classroom or team teaching; targeted,
accelerated assistance to struggling students as
a supplement to their regular classrooms; and
targeted, supplemental acceleration for ad-
vanced students requiring more challenges
outside a heterogeneous classroom.

Establishing content and performance
standards in schools that expect high achieve-
ment of all students begins with specific efforts
to weed out policies and practices that divide
students into those who have had advantages
and those who have not. Any differentiation
among learning opportunities that may produce
negative consequences for students is counter-
productive and inappropriate. A high-quality
middle school is measured by the achievement
of all its students as opposed to that of its best
students or even the average performance of all
its students.

Teachers and principals must ensure that
the gap between high performance and low
performance is as narrow as possible. Higher
expectations for all students can exaggerate the
gap for students at risk if support and early
interventions are not provided for the latter.
Students with learning deficits, specific dis-
abilities, or limited-English proficiency require
differentiated instruction and early interven-
tions to succeed.

Just as educators were led by compelling
arguments to initiate middle grades reform
throughout California in the 1980s, they are
now challenged to increase academic achieve-
ment for all students and to close the achieve-
ment gap by implementing standards-based
education. The strength of a middle grades
philosophy, together with the practice of
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standards-based education, offers an unprec-
edented opportunity for increased student
achievement within a school culture that is
focused on the needs of the young adolescent.

Both content and performance standards
are central to the shift from a curriculum-based
paradigm to one highlighting standards. At
center stage in a standards-based education
system are the statements of desired learning
results, known as content standards, and
descriptions of student achievement and
proficiency, known as performance standards.
Each standard, integral to a standards-based
system, will be discussed more fully.

Content Standards

Content standards define for each subject
and grade level the most important knowledge
that students must acquire and the skills that
they must master. Standards are the clear and
consistent targets toward which educators are
expected to aim and students are expected to
reach. The most widely used definition of a
content standard is “what students should know
and be able to do.” Exemplary standards
usually have specific characteristics. Figure 2-1
shows characteristics of exemplary content
standards.

The characteristics listed in Figure 2-1
control the following discussion and generate
questions about the issues and concrete appli-
cability of standards in the middle grades.

Content Standards: Concerned
with Big Ideas (1)

Big ideas and essential concepts are the
foundation on which the curriculum is built and
lessons are planned. Through collaborative
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planning and teaching, students are given many
opportunities in many contexts to become
proficient in using the standards for which they
are held accountable.

Middle grades philosophy promotes a
demanding, relevant curriculum and interdisci-
plinary team teaching. Collaborative lesson
planning that incorporates big ideas across the
curriculum and shares responsibility for essen-
tial standards can consolidate the workload and
provide students with more time for in-depth
learning. All classes can support academic core
standards to some degree. The degree to which
academic and nonacademic classes support the
core standards should be an essential part of
collaborative staff discussions.

Initiatives of the 1990s underscore the
importance of teaching the core standards. The
California State Testing and Reporting (STAR)
Program is composed of a norm-referenced test
(the Stanford Achievement Test, Ninth Edition,
Form T [SAT 9]) and the California Standards
Tests. The California Standards Tests are
aligned directly with the core standards and
when fully developed will be the state’s pri-
mary, large-scale assessment of standards
performance in grades two through eleven.

The High School Exit Examination (HSEE),
given to California’s high school students as
early as grade nine, is aligned with the state
standards in English—language arts for grades
nine and ten, and to key Algebra 1 and math-
ematics standards for grades six and seven.
Early student success on the High School Exit
Examination reflects preparation in the middle
grades more than in the first year of high school.

Teaching middle grades students to be
proficient in their grade-level standards in the
four core academic areas with an initial empha-
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sis on English—language arts and mathematics into the accountability system. However, their
has the highest priority. The core academic importance in the curriculum or the instruc-
subjects of science and history—social science tional attention they receive should not be
will eventually become part of the Academic diminished. It would be very shortsighted to
Performance Index (API) and may eventually concentrate on English-language arts and
become a part of the HSEE. mathematics and exclude science and history—
The science and history—social science social science. Teachers should not direct their
standards are the last components to be folded instruction to a particular assessment or

Characteristics of Content Standards

1. Content standards are concerned with big ideas. Standards should contain the major concepts
and essential ideas that students must master in order to grasp the content. Being able to understand
mathematics by making inferences is different from memorizing formulas.

2. Content standards are accurate and sound. Standards should reflect the most recent, widely
accepted scholarship in the discipline. Because facts and concepts change rapidly today, when new
information is constantly being generated, maintaining accuracy and balance among the important
concepts requires continual revision. Documents related to content learning should be updated regu-
larly.

3. Content standards are clear and useful. Standards should be specific enough to drive the curriculum.
They should not be written in language so abstract or technical that teachers, parents, and students
cannot easily understand them.

4. Content standards are parsimonious. Standards should reflect the depth of learning. Standards
should be few and brief and short enough to be memorable because they are strong, bold statements,
not details of content description (the details are in the curriculum).

5. Content standards are built by consensus. Standards must be arrived at by most of the constituency
who will use them. Conversations about standards are as important as the standards themselves.

6. Content standards are assessable. Standards should have verbs that indicate an assessable action.
Words like “compare,” “explain,” or “analyze” are useful for assessments. Words like “understand”
or “appreciate” are not.

7. Content standards are for students. Standards should evidence a clear sense of increased knowledge
and sophistication of skills. Standards that simply repeat content and specify “more” at successive
levels are not useful. Benchmarks, or target levels for assessment, should indicate developmentally
appropriate content knowledge and skills.

8. Content standards are visionary. Standards should be the goal of student learning. They should not
describe “what is” or “this is where we are” but rather, “this is where we want our students to be.”*
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component of the Academic Performance
Index but should use a balanced, long-term
approach, integrating the big ideas and key
standards across the four core areas. They
should teach to the standards, and the students
should work to become proficient in meeting
those standards. Assessments and indexes
simply measure and analyze progress toward
that goal.

Exploratory and elective classes play an
important role in the lives of adolescents. As
they pass from childhood to young adulthood,
students need to develop a broader schema of
opportunities and assess their interests and
talents beyond traditional core subjects. Often,
they become motivated to learn academics
when they pursue the adjunct curriculum.
However, because of the focus on the academic
core content standards, particularly those for
mathematics and English-language arts, valid
concern exists among teachers in the middle
grades and in high school that other classes
might be ignored and resources might be
deleted. Included might be classes in foreign
languages, the visual and performing arts,
health, technology, adolescent skills, voca-
tional-career technical, and service learning.

Educators and local communities should
address this important challenge together and
find ways to maintain elective classes. Many
schools are defending their elective programs
by demonstrating how their elective curriculum
supports the core academic standards. If the
links to core standards are lacking, some
schools are providing more opportunities for
developing skills in problem solving, reading,
writing, speaking, listening, and delivering
presentations. Other schools are maintaining
their electives by creating alternative interven-
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tion programs for struggling students by
organizing programs before and after school
and on Saturdays.

The academic core standards and the big
ideas are at center stage. As the stars of the
show, they capture the spotlight. Although
supporting roles and side acts add interest and
vitality to the curriculum, they should not
detract from the focus, but add to it.

Content Standards: Parsimonious, Clear and
Useful, Accurate and Sound (2, 3, 4)

Collectively, these characteristics mean
that a few key standards are provided for each
subject at each grade level. Those standards are
well articulated and are specific enough to be
useful to teachers but are also easily under-
stood by parents. In the English-language arts
standards for grade seven, for example, there
are 15 reading standards, 12 writing standards
related to strategies and applications, seven
related to conventions (grammar, mechanics,
punctuation, spelling), 12 related to listening
and speaking strategies and applications (see
also Appendix 2-A, “The New California
Curriculum Frameworks,” at the end of this
chapter). Standards in the other core areas are
similarly few and concise. In comparison with
the phone-book-size scope and sequence
curriculum binders that most teachers have in
their classrooms, the content standards repre-
sent a short, concise version of what students
should know and be able to do at each grade
level in each core content area.

Many teachers have the standards posted in
their classrooms. Because the standards are
written at an adult reading level, some teachers
have rephrased the standards for emerging
readers. Provided that the content standards are
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not compromised or misinterpreted, they may
be simplified to prevent misunderstanding in
communicating with students, parents, and the
general public.

California’s standards are not excessively
detailed, usually containing only a few pages
per content area within a grade level. Nonethe-
less, they call for deep learning and academic
rigor through the highest levels of cognitive
thinking. Collectively, the standards in the
academic core areas make a powerful state-
ment about what is expected of students at each
grade level. In California the state frameworks,
detailed documents that reflect current scholar-
ship and strategies for teaching the standards to
all students, serve as the instructional context
for the standards.

Middle grades classrooms organized to
integrate curriculum and team teaching may be
best prepared to handle the demands of the
standards. Although the standards are few and
concise, they must be looked at collectively to
clarify what each standard means and in what
context it can best be taught. Collaborative
discussion helps answer the question of how
standards might be effectively organized and
taught so that they do not overwhelm staff and
students. The author of Making Standards
Work, Douglas Reeves, suggests identifying
power standards and clustering others under
them.?

Content Standards: Built by Consensus (5)

California’s content and performance
standards have been forged through rigorous
debate and a process involving a cross-section
of stakeholders, including educators, content
experts, and the public. Involvement of the
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stakeholders at the state and local levels is an
important aspect of any reform effort.
Consensus stretches beyond the initial develop-
ment and adoption of content standards. For
standards-based education to be effective at
local levels, mutual understanding and support
of standards-based education by the stakehold-
ers (policymakers, administrators, teachers,
staff, parents, students, and community) is an
ongoing process. Consensus building and
communication align expectations, garner
support, connect resources, and establish
accountability.

The leadership of superintendents and
principals in standards-based education is
essential to successful reform. Through such
leadership, the stakeholders are brought
together to explore issues, develop proactive
programs, build capacity to support classroom
instruction, and solve problems.

If classroom teachers are to be successful
in standards-based instruction, they need
broad-based support from their schools, school
districts, and communities. Standards-based
education requires collaborative, time-intensive
work by teachers beyond daily preparation and
direct contact time with students. A few of the
important responsibilities beyond the class-
room of the standards-focused teacher and the
school principal are participating in profes-
sional development and collaborative planning,
matching lessons and standards, developing
performance tasks and scoring criteria, evaluat-
ing student work, analyzing data, and planning
focused interventions.

School districts and schools are held
accountable for improved student achievement.
Schools that consistently fail to meet their
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growth targets are subject to state sanctions;
those that meet their targets are rewarded.
Teachers are encouraged, coached, and evalu-
ated by principals familiar with the standards
and who are in turn supported by superinten-
dents who are also familiar with them. Strug-
gling students are provided with ongoing
targeted interventions to help them achieve
proficiency, and parents are asked to support
student participation in supplemental learning
opportunities. Growth and accountability are
expected of all participants. Emphasis is given
continually to communicating the purposes of
standards-based education to parents and the
general public. Ample opportunity should also
be provided to develop professional and public
consensus about content standards as an
ongoing process.

Education based on the standards should be
undertaken in full cooperation with teachers’
unions and other professional organizations.
Any change as sweeping and intense in its
implications for teachers’ professional practice
as standards-based education can prosper only
with the sustained support of those entities.

Middle grades students, their parents, and
their teachers are caught up in the daily chal-
lenges of young adolescents. Quicksilver
emotions, adolescent perceptions, and behavior
that tests the boundaries can be the breeding
ground for misunderstanding. If ever in a
child’s life consistent, clear expectations and
communications are needed, it is during the
middle school years. Keeping middle grades
parents, students, and the community informed
and involved is vital. Regular communications
to the home, opportunities for parents to visit
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the school and participate, and public recogni-
tion of the achievements of young adolescents
foster a positive climate in which standards-
based education thrives.

Content Standards: Assessable (6)

Assessability is an important transitional
characteristic of a content standard that leads
to performance standards. The statements of
expectation are written with active verbs that
students can demonstrate and teachers can
measure.

Merely the knowing of how to do some-
thing is passive. However, application of that
knowledge is active and observable. There is a
saying that “knowledge is power.” In fact,
knowledge without application is essentially
powerless. It is the application of what we
know, the “doing” part of the content standard,
that is powerful. Knowledge is the lowest level
of a cognitive taxonomy. “Doing” stretches
adolescent minds into the higher levels of
thinking. The ability to assess what students
know and can do is the foundation for diagnos-
ing, building on strengths, and eliminating
weaknesses in student learning and in instruc-
tion (see Chapter 3).

Middle grades students abound with
kinetic energy. Those who teach at the middle
levels know that active, hands-on learning has
strong appeal for young adolescents. The
“doing” part of content standards lends itself to
projects and activities that students can work
on in groups or as individuals. When the “do”
part of the standard is explicit, students under-
stand clearly what is expected of them, and it is
an instructional target the teacher can assess.
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Content Standards: Designed for Students (7)

The content standards are student-centered
and describe what students should know and be
able to do at each grade level. The standards are
developmental and increase in complexity and
sophistication with each instructional year.
Teachers who fail to teach to their grade-level

standards begin a pattern of curriculum slippage.

Curriculum slippage creates an insidious
problem for students and for their subsequent
teachers. Students are ultimately held account-
able for being proficient in grade-level stan-
dards, and it is the educators’ responsibility to
provide students the opportunity to learn the
grade-level standards for which students will be
held accountable. If students are moved to the
next grade level without all the requisite knowl-
edge and skills, they become disadvantaged.
Teachers feel compelled to remediate the deficit
from the previous year(s) at the expense of their
own grade-level standards, and the pattern of
curriculum slippage continues. Accelerated
intervention and instructional strategies for
students who lack the requisite skills are dis-
cussed in Chapters 11 and 12.

Instructional time is always a scarce com-
modity requiring expert maximization. Class-
room time on task for students is highly valued.
If, however, the task is not related to becoming
proficient at grade-level content standards, one
must question the use of time. There are, of
course, many lessons students must learn and
teachers want to teach that are not explicitly a
part of the standards. Skillful teachers weave
these adjunct lessons into a curriculum without
sacrificing valuable standards-based instruc-
tional time. As teachers engage in standards
reform, reflection and critical review of lessons
and activities should be their basis for making
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necessary changes (see also Appendix 2-B,
“Face to Face with Content Standards: An
Interview with a Teacher,” at the end of this
chapter).

Most teachers are surprised when matching
(calibrating) lessons to standards. Much of
what good teachers already teach is standards-
based. In calibrating lessons, even good
teachers will make discoveries about minimal
exposure to some standards and overexposure
to other standards (particularly earlier grade-
level standards) and activities that are not
connected to standards in any way. A critical
reflection on one’s lessons is the basis for
deciding what stays, what goes, and what needs
to be reshaped or enhanced (see also Appendix
2-C, “Curriculum Calibration, Lessons Learned
from Underperforming Schools,” at the end of
this chapter).

Middle grades educators have a particu-
larly difficult challenge because the minds of
young adolescents can be resistant to academic
rigor. For students of this particular age group,
peer relationships often have a higher priority
than academics. Adolescent social, emotional,
and behavioral needs may conflict with the
teachers’ needs to deliver increasingly complex
and sophisticated content.

Good middle grades teachers are masters at
capturing the attention of these youngsters and
delivering a high-interest, youth-centered
curriculum based on standards. Effective
teachers produce measurable results. Staffing
middle grades schools with caring, competent,
standards-based teachers takes a special
commitment by districts. The skills and
strategies to manage classrooms, maximize
instructional time, and plan and deliver engag-
ing, lively youth-focused, standards-based
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instruction does not just happen. Opportunities
for ongoing professional development, coach-
ing, and collaborative work should be the
hallmarks of a standards-based school.

Content Standards: Visionary (8)

Few would argue that the California stan-
dards and expectations are not high enough. The
standards are “forward-focused” and reflect
where we want our students to be so that they
can ultimately become successful and respon-
sible adults. It is painfully obvious from na-
tional and statewide test scores, the Academic
Performance Index, and local assessment
measures that educators and students have much
work to do and progress to make. The gap in
achievement and the gap between reality and
vision can be significantly closed with a com-
mitted focus to standards at every grade level.

Middle grades students are not only young
adolescents with a unique set of transitional
emotional and social behaviors; they are the
educational products of elementary education.
When students come to the middle grades, many
do not possess the requisite skills and knowl-
edge to get them to where we want them to be
within the short time (two or three years) that
they spend in the middle grades. The High
School Exit Examination adds a high-stakes
urgency to what is to be accomplished in the
middle years. In the short term, middle grades
cannot wait for the current wave of elementary
students to catch up. Interim interventions need
to be planned and implemented to equip middle
grades students for the forward-focused stan-
dards they will be required to master for high
school graduation. There will very likely be
increased support and initiatives from the state
to assist middle grades educators in helping
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students achieve and be prepared for the rigors
of high school.

Short-term and long-term articulation with
feeder elementary schools and destination high
schools is of paramount importance, particu-
larly in nonunified districts. Several questions
will undoubtedly arise: How can we get
teachers at all levels to teach to the standards
so that the grade-level transition of students
lacking proficiency in earlier standards is only
a temporary problem? What measures will we
use to evaluate students’ mastery of standards
as they exit elementary school, enter middle
school, exit middle school, and enter high
school? What can we do to accelerate
remediation now? What can we do to assist
students with immediate and ongoing interven-
tions? How can we use business and commu-
nity resources to help in this effort? How can
we “package” the academic rigor for young
adolescents in ways that motivate, inspire, and
connect them to the bigger picture?

Understandably, schools may differ in the
progress they make in implementing standards-
based education. The implementation process
is arduous and time intensive, and progress is
made in increments. Most districts have
adopted the California State Board of
Education’s content standards in English—
language arts, mathematics, history—social
science, and science for kindergarten through
high school. Some districts have used the State
Board’s content standards to develop their own
standards that meet or exceed the State Board’s
standards. This is a permissible practice, but it
may create a challenge for a district trying to
align its standards to state assessments and
state-adopted instructional materials.
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Performance Standards

California’s comprehensive system of
standards, assessment, and accountability calls
for a coordinated system of content standards
and performance standards. The most widely
used and somewhat abstract definition of a
performance standard is that it answers the
question, How good is good enough? The
content standards describe what students
should know and be able to do. Their demon-
strable learning is measured against a perfor-
mance standard that determines the degree to
which the student has mastered the content.

The state’s performance standards repre-
sent a system that includes multiple, interde-
pendent components:

 Performance levels—Ilabels for each level
of student achievement

« Descriptions of student performance
(performance descriptors)—descriptive
narratives about student performance at
each performance level

» Examples of student work (exemplars)—
samples of student work that are pulled
from a representative sample of all students
and that illustrate the range of performance
within each level

« Cut scores on assessments—designated
scores that separate one performance level
from the next

The performance standards will categorize
student performance only on the California
Standards Tests. The English-language arts
assessment will be the first in which students
are measured against the performance stan-
dards. Mathematics will follow.

The State Board of Education has exam-
ined a variety of existing performance standard
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models and has selected the following perfor-
mance levels:

» Advanced

* Proficient

* Basic

» Below basic
Far below basic

The statewide standards-setting process
will determine California’s specific cut scores
on the California Standards Tests for each of
the performance levels. The State Board is
expected to set the “proficient” level as the
target level for all students.

Performance standards at the state level are
summative (end-of-year). They are broad and
refer to an entire set of standards in a content
area as opposed to specific content standards.
Performance standard results from broad,
summative assessments are an appropriate
means of providing trend data for school and
district accountability purposes and general
planning. It does not, however, provide forma-
tive (ongoing) feedback to students about their
progress toward mastery of specific content
standards. A formative performance standard
system at the local level is critical to measuring
student achievement. If local performance
levels are linked with the state’s, the expecta-
tions provide a consistent target for teachers
and students.

Performance Standards
at the Local Level

The content standards are rigorous, and
students attain mastery of them by degrees.
While students are learning and acquiring the
necessary skills, they should be informed
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continually of their progress in specific terms.
A performance standard system developed at a
local level provides important feedback to
students, reports progress to parents, informs
instructional practice, and serves as a basis for
policymakers and administrators to allocate
services and resources where they are most
needed.

A local performance standard system should
have the same integral, component parts as the
state’s performance standard system: perfor-
mance levels, descriptors, exemplars, and cut
scores. A broad cross-section of California’s
educators, assessment psychometricians, and
policymakers have invested countless hours and
expertise in developing performance standards
for California’s students. Districts do not need
to start from scratch. A district could use the
levels and descriptors developed by the state
and focus its efforts on developing exemplars
and uniform scoring criteria for locally devel-
oped benchmark assessment/assignments. The
district’s cut scores between performance levels
could be parallel to or more rigorous than those
of the state. Exemplars and uniform scoring
criteria, with teachers evaluating student work,
are essential for frequent and formative feed-
back.

Usually, performance standards are devel-
oped collegially. Under the leadership and
guidance of a district, teachers of the same
subject and at the same grade level work
together to achieve reasonable consensus about
the components of a performance standard
system and the products to be developed. For
instance, exemplars, by definition, are samples
of student work that exemplify various ways to
demonstrate performance. The student work
collected for review and evaluation is not an
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odd assortment of assignments and assessments.
The exemplars are specific to a uniform (stan-
dardized) assignment/assessment that is aligned
to specific standards and given to all students of
the same subject and grade level.

A common misconception is that perfor-
mance standards must match content standards
on a one-to-one basis. Because more than 200
content standards exist in the core subjects for
each of the middle grades, standards-based
education would soon be badly impaired if
performance standards and scoring criteria had
to be developed for all standards. Consequently,
some schools are identifying key content
standards and clustering other standards around
them. This practice results in economy of time,
and plentiful opportunities are provided for
planning assignments that integrate a wider
array of skills, concepts, and cross-curricular
standards.

Through the collaborative process, content
area teachers and the principal do the following:

1. Select the standards they want to assess
(not too many at one time or the assess-
ment becomes too long, unfocused, and
difficult to evaluate).

2. Determine what evidence they need to
collect from students that will demon-
strate whether the students are gaining or
have gained the necessary proficiency in
the content standards.

3. Develop a question, prompt, or task that
they think will elicit the evidence.
(Assessment items usually go through a
series of refinements based on actual
student responses before they are per-
fected.) (See Chapter 3.)

4. Agree upon the way the assessment will
be administered so that all students have
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equal access to time and resources
(exclusive of students who require
documented special accommodations).

5. Develop an initial scoring guide (rubric-
criteria) based on what is expected.
Typically, scoring guides are based on
four levels, five levels, or six levels,
depending on the level of specific
feedback desired for teachers and
students (see Appendix 3-A for a four-
point scoring guide for grade-seven
writing).

6. Decide on a cut score that separates
score points. (There is a cut score for
each level, but the critical ones are those
between the levels that will trigger
targeted-accelerated assistance to those
students just below proficiency (basic)
and immediate interventions for those
students who are below basic perfor-
mance levels.)

7. Administer the assessment/assign-
ment and reconvene with the student
work to be evaluated. Read several
papers, and based on initial scoring
criteria, sort them into score-point
categories.

8. Discuss student work samples.

a. Were expected responses received?

b. Do the scoring criteria need to be
simplified, expanded, or refined to
take into account that which was not
expected?

9. Agree and defend why each of the
student “exemplars” fits the finalized
scoring criteria and score point received.
(This “like mindedness” is referred to as
calibration and gives a teacher the
confidence to score anonymous papers
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with the same expertise and objectivity
as colleague teachers across the district.)

These initial steps outline the time-inten-
sive collaborative process teachers and princi-
pals go through to develop assessment assign-
ments, scoring guides, exemplars, and cut
points for a first-time performance task. The
teachers score all papers, using the scoring
guide and exemplars, also called anchor
papers, as their references. The first time
scoring a new assessment is always the most
difficult and most time intensive. After the
work is scored and recorded, the data can be
used to inform subsequent instruction and
make important decisions about interventions
and resources.

The score a student receives on a formative
assessment is often referred to as a perfor-
mance indicator or benchmark score. The
performance indicator may be one of several
performance indicators (multiple measures)
that determine the performance level. Figure
2-2 shows how a performance standard system
is an integral part of curriculum, instruction,
assessment, and accountability.

The benefits of developing a local perfor-
mance standard system that is aligned with
state performance levels are as powerful
explicitly as they are implicitly. Explicitly,
students benefit by having their work evaluated
consistently and fairly by a like-minded
audience (district evaluators and evaluators
statewide). Teachers and parents can see how
their students’ work aligns with exemplars and
know specifically what their students need to
accomplish to get to the next level. Teachers
with like perceptions of what constitutes
proficiency know how to create additional
classroom learning opportunities and how to
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Figure 2-2 Standards, Curriculum, Instruction, Assessment, and Accountability
Work Together

Content Standards

(What students should know and be able to do,
by grade-level, in specific content areas)

Performance Standards Built Performance
on Assessment/Assignments Levels
* Local performance levels are derived Advanced

from California Standards Tests and

locally developed, administered,

and scored benchmark assessment/

assignments. - Proficient

— Scoring guides/rubrics and student
exemplars are used to evaluate Accountability
students’ performance on tasks.

— Performance indicators (bench- Basic Targeted accelerated
mark scores) from multiple assistance for stuc_ients
measures related to a set of content who have not achieved
standards are used to determine proficiency
performance levels.

« Performance levels describe stu- Below basic Immediate, intensive
dents’ progress in achieving profi- interventions for _students _
ciency on content standards _ who have not achieved basic
j Far below basic performance levels
A
v

Curriculum and Instruction

Curriculum alignment, lesson scaffolding, instructional strategies, and professional decision making
become more precise when teachers know the most important content they need to teach, what
evidence of learning they will need to collect from students, and how that evidence will be evaluated.
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differentiate the instruction for students who
are on the threshold of proficiency. Teachers
and principals can identify those students who
need supplemental classroom assistance and
rally the necessary resources. The process is
open and fair.

Implicitly, teachers and principals learn
from one another and the process. They
conduct high-level professional discussions
about developing assessment strategies, the
quality of student work, identification of
exemplars, and scoring criteria that identify
performance levels. Furthermore, the implicit
value of this work builds a trusting relationship
with colleagues and breaks down the isolation
that classroom teachers often experience.
Teachers reflect on how they can improve their
lessons, and they begin to share best practices,
a quantum step toward sharing and coaching
one another to excellence. Teachers who
participate on statewide assessment leadership
teams (Golden State Examinations [GSE],
Assessments in Career Education [ACE])
frequently remark that the process is one of the
best, practical professional development
experiences in their careers.

Performance Standards
and Grades

Not all students will achieve the same
quality of work. In a standards-based system,
the quality of student work is measured against
established performance standards. Similar to
grades, performance standards describe how
well students perform relative to content and
generally answer the question, How good is
good enough?
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Unlike traditional classroom grades,
however, performance standards are specifi-
cally aligned to grade-level content standards
and do not include subjective factors such as
classroom values, weighting, curved scores,
effort, behavior, promptness on assignments,
and special accommodations. The distinction is
important. It may be tempting to try to equate
grades with performance standards, but it would
be inadvisable to do so.

Performance standards are consensually
developed, and they uniformly describe levels
of performance related to content standards.
When decisions are made about instruction,
retention, promotion, intervention, remediation,
or acceleration, the performance standards
serve as objective, credible guides. Traditional
grades are not consistent in a standards-based
system (see also Appendix 2-D, “Grading in a
Standards-Based System: Fundamental Ques-
tions,” at the end of this chapter).

Serious confusion can occur when class-
room teachers give letter grades that do not
reflect the same criteria as performance-level
expectations. Furthermore, in Transforming
Classroom Grading,® Robert Marzano says,

“A single letter grade or a percentage score is
not a good way to report student achievement in
any subject area because it simply cannot
present the level of detailed feedback necessary
for effective learning.”

Letter grading is deeply ingrained in our
culture. Parents expect letter grades. Teachers
use them to motivate students, and grade point
averages are used in determining college
admission. The whole culture of grades is not
one that can be or should be changed overnight.

However, in a system that bases account-
ability practices and high-stakes decisions on
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consistent, valid, and reliable data, traditional
classroom grading practices are inadequate. A
performance-level reporting system takes time
to develop and implement. Districts may first
want to develop a concurrent performance
reporting system in addition to using traditional
grades and then eventually work toward a
single reporting system.

Assessment practices and the reporting of
performance levels should provide a means by
which students can accurately measure their
progress toward achieving desired proficiency.
Content and performance standards provide
unmistakable evidence of what is expected to
be learned and how well it should be learned.
Those expectations are clear. With content and
performance standards, student assessment data
are credible, defensible, and, perhaps most
important, understandable to students and their
parents.

Creation of a Standards-Based
Performance Report

More than 200 content standards exist for
each of the three middle grades (sixth, seventh,
and eighth). It is improbable that a student
performance report can be devised to include
that much information. However, some soft-
ware companies are getting close to that level
of specificity. The prototype student perfor-
mance report in Figure 2-3 identifies the major
categories of content standards for English—
language arts, mathematics, history—social
science, and science and could be generated
without sophisticated technology.

Figure 2-4 is an analysis of what a fictional
student in grade seven achieved over the course
of a year on a prototype performance report.

Taking Center Stage

This prototype includes many of the
elements that districts are currently using. It is
informative, not prescriptive, for schools and
districts. It assumes that schools will be
providing ongoing multiple opportunities to
help students become proficient (before-school
and after-school activities, Saturday school,
elective-replacement proficiency labs,
intersessions, and summer school), that a
performance standard system is being devel-
oped or is in place, and that the earned perfor-
mance level of a student on the California
Standards Tests will provide additional cred-
ible information for the district and school.

It also assumes that schools recognize that
grade retention is a poor substitute education-
ally, psychologically, and financially for
enhancing student achievement. Retention is
the last intervention when all other options
have failed (see Chapters 8, 9, 10, and 11 of
this publication for more information).

The content standards for the visual and
performing arts, health, and physical education
are in development and are represented very
simply on the prototype performance report.
Exploratory and elective classes are organized
differently at different school sites and are
examples of what might be offered. Many of
the study skills reflect the competencies asked
for in the SCANS report (see Appendix 1-B).

Essential elements that should be on a
standards-based performance report include a
clear message to parents about:

» What their children should know and be
able to do (content standards)

» How well their children are doing relative
to the content standards (performance
standards/levels)
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» Separate areas for effort, skills, courses not
subject to performance levels

* Definitions of terminology

* Descriptions of performance levels,
assessments used, and scoring procedures

» Accountability of the school and teachers,
parents, and students

* Assistance programs for students not
performing at proficient levels

» Ways to be in touch with the school

Additionally, the report should be easy to
interpret and fit on one sheet of paper. The
information on the report will drive instruc-
tional decisions about students. It may not be at
the same level of specificity as that kept by
teachers to inform their daily practice, but it
will be specific enough for parents to see the
areas in which their child requires attention and
improvement.

Complete sets of the content standards
(district and/or state standards) should be
available at schools and easily accessible by
students, parents, teachers, and the community
at large. State standards can also be obtained
by accessing them on the California Depart-
ment of Education’s Web site <http://
www.cde.ca.gov> and via the Department’s
CDE Press/Publications Division. Providing
performance reports in the parents’ first
language greatly enhances parents’ understand-
ing and helps to include all parents in the
school community.

Content and performance standards work
together. The performance report card reflects
the work of the student in a standards-based
classroom and school. Students are clear about
what is expected of them and the level of

Taking Center Stage

quality they need to achieve in the classroom.
If there is consistent alignment of classroom
expectations with state expectations, there
should be no surprises on the California
Standards Tests or from the results from that
assessment. When expectations are high and
clear at every level, the opportunity to close the
achievement gap between groups of students
and to raise the level of achievement for all
students is within our reach (see also Appendix
2-E, “Classroom Checklist for Implementing
Standards,” at the end of this chapter).

Professional Development

Professional development is at the heart of
successful reform. Standards-based reform is a
significant change in the way educators teach.
While many teachers find an inherent comfort
zone in standards-based education, significant
numbers are hesitant or may be resistant to
change (see Figure 2-5). All teachers, regard-
less of their inclinations or tenure, will need
many opportunities for professional develop-
ment and support in a standards-based system.

Professional development opportunities
related to standards will include not only direct
information and strategies for standards imple-
mentation but also collaborative work experi-
ence as a part of the process. Teachers coming
from an elementary background may also need
additional content training in the subject areas
they teach so they have the depth of knowledge
necessary to teach sophisticated subject matter.
Professional development is discussed thor-
oughly in Chapter 14.
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Concerns of Veteran Teachers About Standards-Based Education

Teachers have genuine concerns about standards. It is one thing to prepare new teachers to work in
a standards-based educational environment. It is quite another to retrain veteran educators who bring to
their work beliefs and conventions that are deeply ingrained and may run counter to the basic tenets of
the standards movement.

Many teachers, unconvinced that all students can demonstrate proficiency and meet high academic
standards, often work in classes where students exhibit severe academic deficits or other kinds of
learning handicaps. Other teachers struggle to help their students bridge the gap between street English
and academic English as they assist the students in achieving at the level expected for their grade and
subject.

For those and other teachers who may see themselves working in a day-to-day survival mode, the
idea of standards makes little or no sense. Standards are only a distant vision that might someday be
reached by others who follow in their footsteps. Perhaps even more telling is that many teachers in these
or similar situations feel they do not have the ability to help students become proficient in the basic
knowledge and skills the students did not master in the earlier grades. What can be done? Teachers need
practical support groups at the school or district level. Such groups enable them to (1) discuss their
situations openly and explore the potential meaning of standards for their specific teaching assignments;
(2) gain at least partial answers to their most vexing instructional and classroom management problems;

education in their classrooms.

and (3) create the conditions in which they can take the first steps on the road to standards-based

Conclusion

Effective middle-level educators know that
they must uphold the basic right of all students
to have equal access to the most valued cur-
ricular programs a school offers. Standards-
based education can make that goal achievable
The same high expectations apply to every
student in the state. Districts, schools, and
teachers are held accountable for teaching to
the standards and guiding students to profi-
ciency. Educational policymakers and others in
public leadership roles, including members of
the Legislature, are accountable for ensuring
that the public schools receive the support they
need to implement standards-based education.
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Content standards allow teachers and
principals to become more precise in providing
clear statements of what subject matter is the
most worthwhile in each area of the core
curriculum. Performance standards define
levels of accepted proficiency with concrete
examples and provide parents, teachers, and
students credible information regarding student
progress. Local performance levels are derived
from the STAR California Standards Tests and
standardized multiple measures developed
locally.

Traditional grades alone are not an ad-
equate source of accurate measures of student
progress. Neither are they adequate for provid-
ing specific feedback or making important
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decisions regarding retention, promotion, and
targeted interventions. These are important
areas of discussion for educators and parents.
Students whose performance levels are not
acceptable require varying degrees of immedi-
ate intervention and assistance. A standards-
based performance report sent home at the end
of each grading period keeps students and
parents informed about student performance
levels specific to subsets of content standards,
the need for conferencing, and decisions
regarding targeted interventions and instruc-
tional strategies.

Professional development for teachers is
essential to standards-based education. The
collaborative, professional work that needs to
be done to implement standards and to main-
tain a responsive, formative system is a sophis-
ticated and time-intensive process. Principals

Taking Center Stage

and superintendents are key to rallying public
and parental support for the process within
their districts and for aligning time and re-
sources to this effort. The full capabilities of a
district are needed to implement standards-
based education successfully.

Implementation of standards-based educa-
tion must be thought of as a long-range pro-
cess. It may take five to ten years of sustained
effort to move a district to the point where it is
possible to say with credibility, we have a fully
implemented standards-based education
system. Once in place, the process of sustain-
ing standards-based instruction is an ongoing
dynamic process.

Standards in the middle grades take center
stage and offer the promise of academic
achievement for all students.
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Standards-Based Education

The success of a standards-based educational program, including the evaluation of the
curriculum and the evaluation of the instructional program, is measured by whether or not all
students are meeting the state’s and district’s goals for standards-based learning.

» Ensuring equity and attaining excellence for all students are two over-riding goals of
a standards-based education system. What obstacles does your school and district face
in these areas? Are there groups of students who may have been left behind and for whom
your school and your district must make a concerted effort to bring to the level of the
standards? How will your school work to ensure equity and excellence for students with
specific learning disabilities or with limited proficiency in English? How can you help
your school and your district to achieve these ends?

» Implementing an effective standards-based education program can be a professional
and personal “stretch” for both teachers and administrators. In which areas do you
feel the most comfortable? In which areas do you feel the least prepared? How ready is
your school to fully implement an effective standards-based program for all students?
What challenges do you personally face? How might you be supported to meet these
challenges?

» Content standards describe, by grade level, what students should know and be able
to do. Yet, when students enter the middle grades, they may not have experienced an
educational program that fully covered the expected standards of earlier grades. This
situation is sometimes called slippage. Does your school often encounter students who
have suffered from slippage? What can your school do to accelerate the learning of its
incoming students to ensure that all students have the levels of achievement they will
need for success in the middle grades? What kinds of tightly targeted interventions does
your school use to support its struggling students? How effective are these interventions?
What can you do to make these interventions even more successful?

* When they first calibrate their lessons to the standards, some middle grades teachers
are pleasantly surprised to find that much of what they teach is already aligned.
Others are alarmed because there is only a minimal degree of alignment. When your
school last calibrated its instructional program to the standards, how much of a match did
it find? How many of the standards were fully covered in the current instructional pro-
gram? Were some standards omitted altogether? How might your school increase the
number of standards it covers through its daily instructional program? Are there activities
that teachers are now doing that could be eliminated so that more emphasis could be
placed on standards-aligned lessons? Do assessment results show that the students are
learning the standards-based content in your curriculum?
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Standards-Based Education (Continued)

» Appendix 2-E, “Classroom Checklist for Implementing Standards,” contains
practical suggestions for evaluating your professional response to standards-based
education. Score yourself. A score of 10 ranks you as proficient. A score of 12 or better
qualifies you as having advanced proficiency in your efforts to bring classroom reality
to standards-based education.

* One key to an effective standards-based education system is to develop local
assessments and class assignments that parallel the state’s system. A local assess-
ment system could use the performance levels derived from the California Standards
Tests in combination with locally developed, administered, and scored “benchmark”
assessments and assignments. In this way, the school and district will be able to know
students’ progress in achieving standards. Review the progress of your school or district
in developing local standards-based assessments and assignments. What is already in
place, and what still needs to become operational? How ready are the teachers and
administrators for a local standards-based assessment system? What kinds of profes-
sional development are needed to assist and support teachers and administrators?

» Performance standards may become a replacement for grades. Carefully review the
standards-based report card that is included in this chapter. Compare it with the report
cards currently in use at your school. What advantages does a standards-based report
have over a traditional report with only letter grades? Are there any disadvantages?
How could a standards-based report card be aligned to class assignments and the
evaluation of students? How might parents be involved so they could come to under-
stand the reasons for and to provide support for a standards-based report card? What
could you do to make standards-based reporting a reality in your school and district?

» Some schools are abandoning parts of the core curriculum and electives to focus
all of their attention on reading, language arts, and mathematics. Even though the
California Standards Tests will eventually include more areas of the curriculum, it is
currently assessing standards in only some content areas. How can a middle school
continue to provide a high-quality, comprehensive curriculum (including areas like
science, history—social science, visual and performing arts, foreign language, career
awareness, service-learning, and adolescent skills) in a context of high-stakes assess-
ment? How might elective or exploratory classes support or reinforce students’ learning
of the standards of the core curriculum? What steps does a school need to take to ensure
that it offers a fully balanced and comprehensive curriculum for all its students? What
kinds of professional development would help a middle school to ensure a high-quality
program in all parts of the core curriculum? What could you do to make certain the
curriculum continues to be broad and responds to student needs?

Taking Center Stage Standards-Based Education
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Appendix 2-A

The New California Curriculum Frameworks

The new California curriculum frameworks represent a rich source of information and guidance as
teachers seek to teach to specific content standards and to assess student proficiency levels. Excerpts
from the Reading/Language Arts Framework for California Public Schools are illustrative.* Using
the seventh-grade Conventions Standard 1.3 as an example, the framework discusses “efficient and
effective curricular and instructional guidelines,” which is followed by suggestions for assessing
student performance.

Conventions Standard 1.3

DOMAIN STRAND SUBSTRAND STANDARD
Written and Oral 1.0  Written and oral 1.3 Identify all parts
English-Language English-language of speech and types
Convention conventions and structure of
sentences.

Prerequisite standard. Sixth-Grade Written and Oral English-Language Conventions Standard 1.1:
Use simple, compound, and compound-complex sentences.

Corequisite standard. Seventh-Grade Writing Strategies Standard 1.7: Revise writing to improve
organization and word choice.

Curricular and Instructional Decisions

Instructional Use sophisticated but appropriate sentence structures in oral and written

Objective discourse.

Instructional At this level a challenge for students is to use sentence structures more

Design sophisticated than simple kernel-sentence types but not excessively
complex or convoluted. Instruction should, therefore, focus on options
for combining kernel sentences in various ways and the rhetorical
impact and appropriateness of those various combinations.
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Instructional
Design
(Continued)

Taking Center Stage

To achieve a balance, instruction should address both sentence combining
and decombining. A focus on sentence combining alone can easily, if
inadvertently, create the impression that longer, more complex sentence
structures are inherently or universally better than simpler sentence
structures.

Ultimately, students should be expected to develop a sense of appropriate
sentence structures well enough to apply that sense to revisions of their
own drafts. Initially, however, students should work on combining (and
decombining and recombining) contrived sentences, which can be selected
judiciously to illustrate specific possibilities for improvement. (Sentences
contrived for revision can be taken from student writing examples or
created by decombining sentences from texts students will read.)

The advantages to teaching sentence structure initially in this way are as
follows:

« When all students are looking at and working with the same set of
examples, teachers can conduct efficient whole-class instruction based
on those examples.

» Teachers can correct work or otherwise evaluate student work more
easily and give feedback when all students work initially with the
same set of examples.

» Teachers can ensure that they cover several important classes or
categories of sentence combining when examples are chosen specifi-
cally to illustrate those classes or categories.

» The examples used during initial instruction give teachers and students
a solid basis of reference as individual student work is being revised.

Consider, for instance, the following example of student writing:

Cowboys in Uruguay and Argentina are called gauchos. The gauchos are found in the

country. They live and work in grass-covered prairies. Some gauchos herd cattle in

the pampas. They do not make much money. Gauchos wear colorful outfits. They

carry large knives and they drink a beverage called maté. It’s a type of tea.
Initially, teachers should demonstrate possible improvements in the writing
sample while discussing with students the relative advantages or effects of
each possibility. For example, students might compare the differences in
emphasis between Example 1 and Example 2:

Example 1. Gauchos, who are the cowboys of Uruguay and Argentina, live through-
out the countryside.

Example 2. Across the countryside in the pampas of Uruguay and Argentina, you
find cowboys called gauchos.
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Instructional
Design
(Continued)

Which choice is better suited to a paragraph about gauchos? Why? What
other options for sentence combining are possible? Which options illustrate
trying to put too much into a sentence? How would the sense of Example 1
change if the commas were removed?

In short, instruction should address the strategies that good writers use—
consciously or otherwise—by making such strategies overt and clear for
students. Instruction should demonstrate the techniques by which secondary
ideas are subordinated to primary, important ideas in strong, active sen-
tences. Most critically, instruction should emphasize the relationships
among ideas in kernel and complex sentences to ensure that students
appreciate that conventions (e.g., the use of commas in dependent clauses)
support the communication of ideas.

Instructional

Teachers should direct initial instruction in strategies for developing

Delivery complex sentence structures and for evaluating competing structures. For
such instruction to be meaningful, it must center on active discourse be-
tween teachers and students. The challenge for many students at this level is
not so much to combine sentences as such but to do so judiciously in
relation to specific purposes of communication. Teacher demonstrations
and evaluations of thinking critically out loud are indispensable to effective
instruction.

Assessment 1. Entry-Level Assessment for Instructional Planning. Brief in-class

Entry-Level compositions on well-defined topics should give teachers a satisfac-

Assessment tory overview of the relative sophistication with which students

manipulate sentence structures.

Monitoring 2. Monitoring Student Progress Toward the Instructional Objective.

Student All written and oral assignments provide opportunities for ongoing

Progress assessment of this standard. Students should be prompted to focus on

good sentence structures in all assignments that follow the initial
instruction on this topic.

Post-test 3. Post-test Assessment Toward the Standard. The best type of

Assessment summative evaluation comes from specifically evaluating sentence
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structures in conjunction with authentic assignments in writing and
speaking that address the writing and speaking standards.
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Universal Access

Reading
Difficulties
or Disabilities

Advanced
Learners

English Learners

1. Students with Reading Difficulties or Disabilities. Students with
reading difficulties or disabilities often use long strings of primitive
kernel sentences in their writing. They may run a number of these
sentences together without punctuation, splice them with commas, or
join them with repeated use of conjunctions like and or but. In turn,
many of the sentences are likely to overuse passive and intransitive
verbs. When necessary, teachers should be prepared to begin instruc-
tion in sentence combining at the students’ level. In addition, these
students will probably take longer to make the transition from pre-
dominantly simple sentences to the wider use of longer, more appro-
priate complex sentences.

2. Students Who Are Advanced Learners. The highest-performing
students are the ones most likely to be able to learn about language
for its own sake and benefit from that learning. For instance, they can
investigate in depth the relationships between grammatical depen-
dency and nuances in meaning and be challenged; for example, to
come up with contrasting sentence pairs, such as the following:

Teenagers, who don’t drive well, should pay higher insurance rates.

Teenagers who don’t drive well should pay higher insurance rates.

3. Students Who Are English Learners. Students with restricted profi-
ciency in English will require intensive English-language instruction
above and beyond that found in the regular language arts program.
The type of explicit strategy instruction described previously for
lower-performing students will help English learners as well. They
might be exempted from some regular classroom work in sentence
combining to provide more instructional time for intense work on
well-formed grammatical kernel sentences.

Instructional
Materials

Taking Center Stage

Instructional materials should provide for a very wide range of student
achievement levels in the seventh grade. Publishers will always be safe in
providing more resources for a given set of standards—such as those for
sentence combining and related conventions—than one might think suffi-
cient for average students. (It is far easier for teachers to elect to not use
some resources than to create them from scratch or to find them.) For
instance, teachers should have the option of drawing from a rich variety of
sample writing—examples of good and poor writing—to use as the basis
for instruction in sentence combining.
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Appendix 2-B

Face to Face with Content Standards:
An Interview with a Teacher

How is teaching different when you rely on know. If you look at the test that the textbook
standards to guide you? publisher gives you, it focuses on little bits of

Standards reflect the thinking of a broad cross-
section of people—educators, board members,
representatives of institutions of higher
education, parents, business persons, and other
community people. Our standards represent
what our community thinks is important for
kids to learn. That may conflict with what a
textbook publisher based in Texas or New York
decides is significant. This happened to me
before we had standards. | found myself
rushing through this large, detailed textbook.
But it didn’t say what’s most important to
teach, and many teachers feel as | did. They
have to cover it all or as much as they can. If |
had had our content standards, | would have
had a way to make some choices that would
have helped me do a better job of managing the
breadth of what | was teaching to my seventh
graders. And it certainly would have added
depth to the things | was trying to teach the
kids. In short, the standards would have helped
big time in deciding what’s most important.

Give an example of how teaching might have
looked before and after standards.

Before we had our content standards, it was
always, “We’re doing Greece” or “We’re doing
Egypt.” There was always a map; there was
always geography; there were all the bits and
pieces about pharaohs and mummies and so
forth. But the missing piece always was, What
is most important for our students to learn from
this study of ancient civilization? What’s the
bottom line? If I’ve finished with Egypt and the
students can tell me that hieroglyphics was the
Egyptian form of writing or if they can name
the gods and goddesses, are those the important
things kids should know? As a teacher without
standards, | didn’t know and still wouldn’t
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knowledge like this. That’s okay as far as it
goes because you have to focus on bits of
knowledge sometimes. But | think those little
bits have to add up to something bigger—to a
larger understanding of something. And that’s
where content standards come into play.

Most of us memorized facts when we studied
history in school. Are you saying that facts
aren’t as important in today’s classroom?

Facts are just as important as they ever were.
You can’t think without facts. I’m not saying
do away with the facts. No one who really
understands standards-based education would
say this. But there are millions of facts. The
question is how do you figure out which ones
kids really need to know.

Explain further.

I used to give my seventh-grade kids mapping
activities where they would have to memorize
certain points on a map. | would give them a
blank, and they would have to fill in certain
cities or countries from memory. | was testing
discrete bits of their geographical knowledge.
But suppose | had been teaching with our
social studies standard in mind that says,
“Students will gain an understanding of the
effects of climate and natural forces on the
environment.” If kids are wasting their time
labeling a map and memorizing it for the test,
I’ve squandered their time, cheated them—
although | hate to admit it—because they could
have spent the same time deepening their
understanding about the location of cities and
how their development and way of life are
impacted by climatic conditions. This is heady
stuff, and it’s what standards are all about.
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Aren’t teachers supposed to know what’s
important and unimportant?

Teachers need help at this point. They are
instructional experts, not curriculum designers.
They should not have to spend time figuring
out what are the most important concepts and
skills that every student needs to learn. This is
especially true for newer teachers. More
experienced staff members probably do a
better job, but even they can fall into the trivia
trap. Having content standards has provided a
huge breakthrough at this point.

them. Is drawing the Egyptian gods and
goddesses on a poster and writing their names
in hieroglyphics, which takes three days as a
project, going to get the kids closer to one of
the history standards? If it isn’t, it either needs
to be dropped or retooled.

One of the really hard things is accepting that
when you’re working with a lot of kids who
are not at grade level or are not performing
where they should be, every moment counts.
You do not have the luxury of spending three
days on something that makes the room look
pretty but which fails to demonstrate that your

What’s the hardest thing about trying to shift to students have learned something really
standards-based teaching? important.

It can be overwhelming for a teacher to be
given a long list of standards for mathematics

Will standards-based education work? Is it
going to pay off?

or science or history—any subject—and then
told you’re teaching to those standards and that
you had better get busy and rethink the whole
way you approach your school year and, really,
your job. The message to get out is that
teachers can teach to standards without
rejecting everything they’ve ever done before.
But standards-based education means that
we’ve got to learn new ways of doing things
that can help kids get closer to where they
need to be.

What do you mean? How does this work?

For example, my principal asked teachers to
reexamine all of their favorite classroom
activities and to ask tough questions about

Taking Center Stage

Definitely. But it will take time. In fact, the
challenge is time—finding the time to make
shifts in thinking and to do the actual work of
change. We need time to think, time to learn,
and time to apply what we have learned. But it
is going to pay off because we as teachers—
and principals, too—are having to rethink how
we help kids focus on the really big picture, the
knowledge and skills that count most. A well-
put-together set of standards in each subject for
each grade will help get us there. It’s doable.
It’s smart! And | think students, teachers, and
parents want it to work. That’s the big secret!
They’re tired of not knowing whether they are
doing a good job!
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Appendix 2-C

Curriculum Calibration, Lessons Learned
from Underperforming Schools

Curriculum Calibration analysis of student
work reveals that instructional materials used
at underperforming schools are below grade-
level as measured by the new California
Content Standards.

At DataWorks Educational Research we
evaluate student achievement for over 500
California schools each year using multiple
measures. However, this year in a new role as
External Evaluators, we became investigators
searching out “barriers to student achievement
for several of California’s II/USP schools. The
Intermediate Intervention/Under Performing
Schools Program (11/USP) requires schools
identified by low SAT 9 scores to use an
External Evaluator to initiate school-wide
reform to improve student achievement.

As part of our investigation we performed
an in-depth analysis of everything connected
with student learning. We observed classroom
instruction. We grilled the school’s parents,
teachers, students, paraprofessionals and
administrators with bubble-in surveys, written
comments and personal interviews. We disag-

gregated two years of SAT 9 results, reviewed
two years of multiple measures data and
dissected transcripts of student grades. For
three months we reviewed this information
with the 1I/USP schoolsite action team mem-
bers as we worked together to prepare the
school’s final Action Plan for school improve-
ment.

Even though we had reviewed extensive
data, we thought something was missing. We
wanted to go one step further but didn’t quite
know what to do. Suddenly, we decided to look
at student work. We wanted to hold in our
hands the actual pieces of work the students
were doing — not exemplary work, not SAT 9
printouts — but real down to earth, day to day
work. We faxed a direct request to the school
principals: “Collect every single piece of paper
that every student does for a solid week. Box it
and ship it to us.”

After several days, the incoming FedEx
boxes grew to an astonishing accumulation of
6,318 examples of student work.

Curriculum Calibration
Grade-Levels of Instructional Material Being Presented to the Students

Average Average
Grade Mathematics % on Grade Level Grade Level Language Arts % on Grade Level Grade Level
K 1 2 3 4 5 K 1 2 3 4 5

K 100 K 100 K

1t 100 1.0 100 1.0
2nd 23 | 77 18 20 80 1.8
3 45 | 55 2.6 2 14 | 84 2.8
4t 40 | 40 | 20 2.8 2 30 |35 | 33 3.0
5 2 | 35 | 59 2 2 2.7 28 | 60 | 10 2 29

Source: The DataWorks Assessment Newsletter, \VVol. 11, No. 1 (February 2000). Fresno, Calif.: DataWorks Educational Research.
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Armed with a dog-eared copy of the
California Content Standards downloaded off
the Internet we started working one-by-one
through the entire 6,318 pieces of paper. We
eventually hand coded the grade-level content
standard covered on every single piece of
student work.

When we finished tabulating the results we
were surprised. As can be seen from the table,
only kindergarten and first grade were being
taught at grade level. Curriculum slippage
begins at second grade where only 77% of the
math material and 80% of the language arts
material being presented to the students was on
grade level. By the 5" grade only 2 percent of
the work being given to the students was on
grade-level. Keep in mind that we calibrated
every assignment that the students were being
asked to do. By the 5" grade, the student
assignments were mostly second and third
grade material. Instruction at this school was
miscalibrated, often significantly below grade-
level!

The Curriculum Calibration results were
then presented to teachers, principals, school
board members and superintendents. Each
presentation produced similar results. The
room was in a state of shock. Mouths were
open. People looked at each other in a combi-
nation of denial, disbelief, hurt and anger.

“Qur instruction is below grade-level? Are we
teaching below grade-level?”

*“I never realized this!”
“I have been teaching what | always did.”

*““I’ve got a three inch binder of the standards
somewhere, but really didn’t know what to do
with them.”

Taking Center Stage

So, What Are the Standards?

The California Content Standards are a
progressing, expanding, non-repeating curricu-
lum of increasing complexity, depth, and
breadth for all students. According to the
California Mathematics Standards, for ex-
ample, students in kindergarten count to 30;
first grade to 100; second grade to 1,000; third
grade to 10,000 and fourth grade to millions. In
Language Arts kindergartners write words and
brief sentences; first-graders write a paragraph.
By sixth grade students should be writing
multiple paragraph compositions of 500 to 700
words (word-processed!).

What to Do ASAP

» Immediately adopt a new school vision,
a mission statement:

ALL INSTRUCTION AND
ASSESSMENT AT THIS SCHOOL
WILL BE AT GRADE-LEVEL
ACCORDING TO THE
CALIFORNIA STANDARDS

» Perform a Curriculum Calibration to see
where you stand.

* Order sufficient rubber stamps to print
“GLS K,” “GLS 1,” “GLS 2” etc. to
calibrate every ditto, handout and
worksheet floating around the school.

* Redirect training and resources to concen-
trate on teaching at grade-level.
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Schoolwide Instructional
Recalibration

Teaching to the rigorous California stan-
dards requires a major instructional
recalibration. Start teaching from the first day
of school at grade level. In the fourth grade, for
example, teach multiple paragraph composi-
tions right from the start as opposed to teaching
students where they are, i.e., repeating single
sentences or single paragraphs.

Curriculum Calibration provides a real
missing link to explain student achievement.
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We have all looked at SAT9 scores, grades and
multiple measure results and said, “OK, now
what?” Well, now we have a quantifiable piece
of hard data to connect what goes on in the
classroom to what the assessments are showing.

The Curriculum Calibration results can
provide a simple, easy-to-understand unifying
focal point for school-wide reform to improve
student achievement: All Instruction on Grade-
Level. As one principal summed it up:

“In my entire career, the Curriculum Calibra-
tion is the best school evaluation | have ever
seen!””
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Appendix 2-D

Grading in a Standards-Based System:
Fundamental Questions

by Susan A. Colby

As districts and states continue the move
toward standards-based education, questions
arise around best practices for implementation.
One concern is the teacher’s quandary: how to
evaluate, record, and communicate student
progress in a standards-based system. In many
ways this is a practical problem confronting
individual teachers at the classroom level. But
by working together to address specific grading
problems, they can more fully make the
transition to a standards-based system. Before
developing a standards-based grading system,
educators need to ask three questions. The first
question (or set of questions) focuses on the
written standards:

Do the standards embody the skills and
knowledge that we would like our students
to have? Are they written with a focus on
what the learner will do? Are they measur-
able? Do they provide equal access to
educational opportunities for all students?

If districts, teachers, and schools are re-
quired to use standards that they do not
believe are of high quality or if the imple-
mentation of standards does not address
issues of equitable access for all, then
perhaps these educators have more impor-
tant concerns to address before developing a
standards-based grading system. The . . .

[next] question focuses on how well class-
room instruction relates to the standards:

Are teachers consistently using standards to
guide classroom instruction?

If teachers are not teaching to the standards
or if classroom instruction is driven by
textbooks, units, themes, and tests, then
teachers must first learn how to use stan-
dards to guide instruction. A . . . [final]
guestion focuses on how well assessment
relates to the standards:

Are assessments purposefully aligned with
standards and instruction?

Until assessments correspond to specific
standards, the transition to a standards-based
grading system will be difficult. A teacher
must plan for assessing all students on each
standard for a standards-based grading
system to be useful. A related issue is
whether teachers must report on how well
each student has done in relation to each
standard. When high-quality standards drive
instructional and assessment decisions and
when teachers report on how well each
student progresses according to standard,
then a standards-based grading system is
essential.

From Educational Leadership, Vol. 56 (March 1999). Reprinted with permission from the Association for Supervision and Curriculum

Development.
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Appendix 2-E

Classroom Checklist for Implementing Standards

Professional practice

Checkoff

Self-assessment remarks

The standards are highly visible in the classroom. They are

expressed in language understandable to students and parents.

Examples of exemplary student work are evident throughout
the classroom.

Students can explain spontaneously what is needed for each
assignment to be considered proficient.

For every assignment, project, or test, the teacher provides
in advance explicit expectations for proficient work.

Student evaluation is always done according to the standards,
never on a curve.

The teacher can explain to any parent or other stakeholder
the specific expectations for each student for the year.

The teacher may vary the length and quantity of the
curriculum content daily to ensure that students spend
more time on the most critical content standards.

Commonly used standards, such as those used for written
expression, are reinforced in every subject area. For example,
spelling always counts in mathematics, science, music,
physical education, and every other discipline.

The teacher has created at least one standards-based
performance assessment in the past month.

10.

The teacher exchanges student work with a colleague for
independent review at least once every two weeks.

11.

The teacher provides feedback to students and parents
about the quality of student work compared with the
standards, not with the work of other students.

12.

The teacher helps to build a community consensus
about the importance of standards and high academic
expectations for all students.

13.

The teacher uses a mix of assessment techniques, including
extended written responses in all disciplines.

14.

Other standards-based professional practices are used
that are appropriate to the teacher’s classroom.

From Making Standards Work, by Douglas B. Reeves. Denver: Center for Performance Assessment, 1998. Used with permission.
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“The important thing for you is not how much you
know but the quality of what you know.”

—Desiderius Erasmus

Assessment Takes
Center Stage

n a standards-based education
system, assessment takes center
stage, sharing a lead role with
standards and accountability.
Its function is to measure the
progress of students and to
provide reliable data to teachers,
administrators, policymakers, and the public.
Evaluation of student work and the provi-
sion of specific feedback to the student have
always been integral and important parts of
instruction. Together, they are the basis for
growth and improvement not only by the
student but by the teacher as well. Increasingly,
evaluation of student work has extended
beyond the classroom and has become the basis
for other stakeholders to make decisions about
students and groups of students, programs, and
the effectiveness of teachers and administrators.
Policymakers and taxpayers want assurance
that tax dollars are consistently producing a
well-educated populace. Educators need
reliable data to formulate decisions and drive
instruction. As a result, evaluation of student

Recommendations 2, 4, 9, 10, 12

work has become a sophisticated process that
has evolved into a system of assessment that
serves many legitimate and sometimes compet-
ing needs.

In 1994, reauthorization of the Elementary
and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), Title I,
provided impetus to state assessment reform
efforts. The reauthorization required tests that
measured performance against standards, rather
than those that compared students’ performance
with that of other students. In addition, the law
explicitly mandated several assessment compo-
nents.

» Use of multiple, up-to-date measures of
student performance

* Use of assessments that are valid and
reliable for clearly identified purposes

« Administration of assessments at least three
times, once between grades three and five
and again between grades six and nine and
ten and twelve

« Disaggregated achievement data that
indicate the performance of students by
gender, race, income, and other categories

« A minimum of three performance levels
(two showing levels of proficiency and one
for lack of proficiency)
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» Determination of what constitutes “ad-
equately yearly progress” and accountabil-
ity of districts and schools for meeting such
targets

As a result, the number of assessments
administered and the time required to adminis-
ter them have grown in California and across
the nation. Since these assessments are given
during classroom time, many, if not most,

teachers question their value and the reorganiza-

tion of their instructional time for assessments
that may serve only the needs of other stake-
holders. This is a legitimate concern that
dominates discussion by stakeholders.

As California’s assessment program
evolves, solutions are being sought to mitigate
the effect of decreased instructional time. There
is, however, no simple solution to the problem.
It would be so much easier if one short, all-
purpose test could be developed, but unfortu-
nately, no single measure can adequately serve
all needs. Nor would we want it to. Multiple
measures throughout the school year provide
perspectives from which to evaluate student
work and to determine whether students are
truly performing “up to standard” in all areas.

California’s Statewide
Assessment System:
An Overview of a Dynamic
and Evolving System

California’s statewide assessment system
is composed of several instruments that range
from kindergarten through grade twelve (see
also Appendix 3-A, “California Assessment

System Chart,” at the end of this chapter). It is a

system that continues to evolve and be refined.
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California’s current mandatory assessment
program is called STAR—the acronym for
Statewide Testing and Reporting. Legislation
for the STAR Program was enacted in 1997.
Its evolution and future plans can easily be
traced in Appendix 3-B, “California’s State-
wide Assessment-Implementation Timeline,”
(at the end of this chapter). The following
discussion highlights those assessments that
have implications for middle grades students.

The Stanford Achievement Test, Ninth
Edition, Form T (SAT 9) was selected by the
State Board of Education as the norm-refer-
enced assessment instrument to be used in
STAR. The SAT 9 is administered annually to
all California public school students in grades
two through eleven.

The California Standards Tests, aligned to
the state’s content standards, are administered
in the second through eleventh grades. The
subject areas assessed are language arts and
mathematics in grades two through eleven and
history—social science and science in grades
nine through eleven. California Standards Tests
are criterion-referenced assessments of stu-
dents’ achievement of California’s content
standards. Writing samples at grades four and
seven were added for the 2001 annual assess-
ment. As the California Standards Tests are
developed to include performance assessment
components, they will incorporate items that
assess higher-order thinking skills, and results
will be reported, by performance levels, for
individual students.

In addition to the tests in English, limited-
English-proficient students who have been
enrolled in California public schools for fewer
than 12 months must also take a test in their
primary language, if one is available. Primary
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language testing is a district option for students
who have been enrolled more than 12 months
prior to testing. For testing of students whose
primary language is Spanish, the State Board
designated the Spanish Assessment of Basic
Education, Second Edition (SABE/2), published
by CTB/McGraw-Hill. Spanish is the only
language for which a primary language test for
limited-English-proficient students was submit-
ted for State Board consideration.

In the winter of 1999-2000, the State Board
of Education adopted English-language devel-
opment standards that focus on English learn-
ers’ proficiency in listening, speaking, reading,
and writing in English. The instrument used to
assess those students’ progress is the California
English Language Development Test (CELDT).

Senate Bill 2X of 1998 authorized the
development of the High School Exit Examina-
tion. Beginning with the graduating class of
2004, California public school students must
pass this test to receive a high school diploma.
The purpose of the HSEE is to help ensure that
students who graduate have demonstrated
competency in the content standards adopted by
the State Board of Education in reading,
writing, and mathematics. Students must be
afforded multiple opportunities to satisfy the
HSEE requirement for a high school diploma
and receive appropriate instruction on the
standards covered by the test.

It is imperative that students receive
instruction in the state content standards for
English-language arts and mathematics, and
the middle grades are a critical time for them
to acquire the knowledge and skills necessary
to passthe HSEE. Preparation for the exit
examination begins in kindergarten; however, if
students reach the middle grades without the

Taking Center Stage

requisite proficiency in earlier standards,
learning in the middle grades takes on added
importance.

The responsibility for providing students
with the standards-aligned instruction necessary
to pass the HSEE does not rest on the high
schools alone. The HSEE legislation requires
middle schools to identify students at risk of
not passing the test and to provide those
students with the instructional assistance they
will need to be successful on the examination.
As early as the ninth grade, students may begin
to take the HSEE, although the results for
students taking the test at that grade level will
only be diagnostic results. All students in grade
ten, however, will be required to take the HSEE
beginning in the 2001-2002 school year. They
may take each subsequent administration of the
examination until they have passed each section
of the test.

Multiple Measures
of Assessment

Employing multiple measures of standards-
based achievement is an important part of an
educational accountability system that ad-
equately measures the depth and breadth of
what students are actually learning. In addition
to providing a more complete and accurate
representation of student achievement over
time, multiple measures serve to ensure that
instruction does not focus on a single test.

All teachers know that a single assessment
does not measure the many dimensions of
student learning. As stated in Multiple Mea-
sures: Accurate Ways to Assess Student
Achievement,? “In order to capture a complete
and accurate picture of student achievement,
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schools must utilize a variety of measures when
determining the effectiveness of educational
interventions and educational programs.”

However, using multiple measures in a
standards-based education system is not without
its challenges. Since large-scale, statewide
assessments cannot provide the level of specific-
ity or formative, ongoing feedback needed by
local educators to effectively enhance the
learning of individual students, responsibility for
this purpose rests with districts and schools.

Consequently, local educators must acquire
the sophisticated skills necessary to select or
develop assessments that are technically sound
and that authentically reflect each student’s
learning based on California’s standards and
performance-level expectations. Administrators
and teachers must learn how to use the data from
these multiple assessments to effectively en-
hance instructional practice with targeted
precision.

Ideally, in a standards-based system, a
variety of assessment instruments, both formal
and informal, are used throughout the school
year at all grade levels. Different assessments
are used for different purposes, and the results
should be evaluated based on those purposes.
Understanding this concept will assist educators
in developing purposeful and useful assessments.

Purposes of Assessments
and Basic Assessment
Terminology

Although assessments can serve a variety of
purposes, this discussion will focus on the four
purposes outlined by Richard Stiggins in Class-
room Assessment for Student Success.® Included
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are definitions in context of frequently used
assessment vocabulary.

Assessment for Public Accountability

This type of assessment is usually a large-scale,
standardized assessment and is often nationally
normed. The results of this type of a norm-
referenced assessment provide policymakers
and taxpayers information about the overall
condition of education in the state compared to
that in other states and countries.

Norm-referenced tests typically are used to
evaluate how well individual students and
groups of students perform compared to all
other students in the same grade taking the same
test nationwide. These assessments are com-
monly given at the end of a school year and are
designed to rank students with one another. The
SAT 9, used as part of California’s Statewide
Testing and Reporting System (STAR) Program
is an example of a norm-referenced test.

The SAT 9 is a commercially developed
test, based on a general set of expectations from
across the nation. It is not specifically aligned to
California’s content standards. Results from
norm-referenced tests are reported in terms of
percentiles, which rank from 1 to 99. So, for
example, a student receiving a percentile score
of 73 in reading has scored as well as 73 percent
of the student population that took the test. It
does not mean that the student got 73 percent
of the questions right. The average score is the
50" percentile; therefore, in a norm-referenced
test, 50 percent of the students taking the test
will typically score below average.

Assessment for Program Planning

The second instrument in the STAR pro-
gram, the California Standards Tests, was
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initially referred to as the STAR augmentation.
These are not norm-referenced tests; they are
criterion-referenced tests of the California
content standards and serve more than one
purpose. In addition to being used for account-
ability in meeting standards and program
planning by policymakers, they will be prima-
rily beneficial for school and district program
planning. The results from this assessment will
guide educators in making decisions about
instructional practices, targeted professional
development, and allocation of time and
resources. Information can be disaggregated by
class, school, district, and demographic sub-
groups so that programs can be designed to
close achievement gaps between subgroups as
well as to raise overall student achievement.
Students’ individual results on this assess-
ment will be reported as student performance
levels. These performance levels will identify
students who are and who are not proficient on
grade-level standards. The California Stan-
dards Tests’ performance levels will provide
districts with important information they can
use to make decisions affecting individual
students as well as programs.
Criterion-referenced tests are used to
determine how well students have acquired a
specified set of learning outcomes (such as
knowledge about certain topics covered in a
particular subject area or proficiency in specific
standards). Scores from criterion-referenced
tests rank students in relation to identified
levels of performance. Therefore, unlike a
norm-referenced test, in which 50 percent of
the students taking the test will typically score
below average, all students taking a criterion-
referenced test can pass the test and meet the
standard if they know the material. This
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important distinction provides an insightful
basis for shaping instructional practice and
holding students accountable to absolute rather
than relative performance.

Assessment for Decision Making

When decisions, particularly high-stakes
decisions such as promotion, retention, gradua-
tion, remediation, recognition, and certification,
need to be made on behalf of a student, it is
essential that the assessment used for this
purpose be valid, reliable, and fair. The STAR
California Standards Tests and the High School
Exit Examination (HSEE) are examples of state
tests used for decision making, program
planning, and public accountability. Students
below basic proficiency on the California
Standards Tests may be subject to grade
retention. Students not passing the HSEE will
not receive a high school diploma until they
pass that examination. Statewide assessments
are usually administered at the end of a course
or grade (summative).

Local assessments used for decision
making are given more frequently during the
course of a school year to verify student
achievement and to guide targeted assistance
and program delivery to struggling students.

Validity means that an assessment mea-
sures what it is supposed to measure. If an
assessment purports to cover certain content
standards, it should be carefully reviewed by
those who are going to use the assessment and
its results to see that it does. For instance, if the
assessment stretches beyond or falls below the
expectations of grade-level standards or if the
assessment reflects only a portion of the
standards, the results will not provide a valid
basis on which to make decisions. The lack of
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validity renders any inferences or actions based
on test scores inappropriate. An acceptable
level of validity must be demonstrated before
test results are used to make decisions.

Reliability means consistency in measur-
ing what the assessment is designed to measure.
Reliability is the extent to which a test result
accurately or consistently measures “true”
achievement of an individual or group. This is a
statistical term that defines the extent to which
errors of measurement are absent from a
measurement instrument. Does the assessment
provide accurate, reliable information each time
and under different circumstances? If a sixth-
grade student took an examination on one day
in one school and the same examination again a
month later in another school (hypothetically
assuming he or she didn’t remember taking the
first test and had acquired no other knowledge
or skills in the interim that would affect the
outcome), would the student score the same?
Or if the student took a different form of the
assessment, would the scores be consistent?

Reliable scores are more easily obtained
from selected response assessments where there
is only one correct answer and the test can be
scored uniformly by machine. Reliable scores
from performance assessments are not as easily
obtained, because the scores depend on human
judgment, and there are multiple ways of a
students’ achieving proficiency. Therefore,
those who score performance assessments are
trained for consistency, and their rate of reli-
ability is carefully monitored.

If test instruments provide consistent
results, then the difference between the results
on a pretest and the results on a post-test
provides a reliable source of information about
student learning over time. If policymakers and

58 Chapter 3

the public receive reliable scores, they can be
confident in making decisions about rewards
and consequences.

Fairness means that the assessment should
be fair and free of bias for all students. No
group of students should be advantaged or
disadvantaged because of bias based on gender,
culture, socioeconomics, background knowl-
edge, or access to resources. For instance, an
assessment based on a historical television
documentary that all eighth grade students were
to watch at home and critique in class the
following day would be an example of an
unfair assessment. Not all students may have
had access to a television or the authority
within their family to select the program. Some
students may have had other obligations. Some
variables can have powerful and unfair influ-
ence on the test scores, thus providing an
inaccurate picture of student achievement.

It would also be unfair to assess students on
material they had not had the opportunity to
learn in their classrooms. The California High
School Exit Examination is aligned to State
Board—approved content standards from
seventh through tenth grade in English—
language arts and mathematics, including
algebra. Students may take the examination in
ninth grade and must take the examination in
tenth grade. It would have been unfair to
mandate a test of twelfth grade standards for a
tenth grade population. The tenth grade stu-
dents would not have had the opportunity to
learn the material on which they would be
tested. It is expected that students in the tenth
grade will have had the opportunity to learn the
material if their teachers in grades seven
through ten have been consistently teaching to
their grade-level standards.

Taking Center Stage



Assessment as Part of Instruction

This assessment purpose is probably the
most important and powerful tool the classroom
teacher has because it engages students and the
teacher in a process that enhances learning.
This type of assessment is generally formative,
frequent, and ongoing.

Formative assessments. Formative
assessments are diagnostic and given before
and during the teaching process. They are an
integral part of learning. Students are able to
reflect critically on what they know, what they
have misconceptions about, and what they need
to do to reach proficiency on the selected
standards. The results of formative assessments
provide the basis for students and teachers to
refine and reshape their work.

Students may even contribute to the
development of the assessment and scoring
criteria, which serves to clarify expectations
and to demystify the assessment. Middle grades
students are generally enthusiastic participants
in this process because it shifts evaluation of
their learning to themselves. Because formative
assessments are frequent and related directly to
the curriculum that is being taught, these
particular assessments are usually unique to the
classroom and teacher.

Benchmark assessments. Some formative
assessments are collegially adopted or devel
oped within a district or school. In a standards-
based system, benchmark assessments provide
a uniform basis for measuring student progress
on standards at specific intervals during the
course of the year. These benchmark assess-
ments are the basis for a local performance
standards system. The student score is a school
and district’s performance indicator and

Taking Center Stage

becomes part of the data used in establishing a
performance level for the student.

To minimize the effect of the time that
assessment administration requires in the
classroom, state assessments are designed to
serve more than one purpose. However, it is not
possible to construct an assessment that will
satisfy all needs for information about student
achievement. For instance, SAT 9’s primary
purpose is for public accountability. It is less
useful for program planning or to drive instruc-
tion because it is norm-referenced, is not aligned
to California’s standards, and is given only once
at the end of the school year. It does, however,
provide trend data about general performance
that can guide programs in the absence of other,
better-suited assessments. It is helpful in making
decisions about students in some federally
funded programs because it ranks and compares
students with a national sample.

SAT 9 is not intended to guide instruction,
but many teachers are not clear about its in-
tended purpose and may be focusing too much
class time on test preparation to raise their
students’ test scores and school API rankings
rather than on meaningful instruction. “In some
cases, schools resort to inappropriate practices,
such as teaching specific tests items, or items
like test items, in order to raise scores. These
practices do little to improve student learning.”*

Both the State Board of Education and the
State Superintendent of Public Instruction
acknowledge the pressure administrators and
teachers feel to increase student test scores and
API rankings, but:

“Changing instructional practices to obtain
higher test scores—at the expense of learning—
is not an appropriate response. . . . As educators,
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we have the responsibility to develop an
instructional approach to maximize the achieve-
ment of each student. We feel confident that a
focus on student learning will also result in
higher test scores and student learning.”

In 2000, the State Board of Education
adopted policy guidelines regarding the appro-
priateness and inappropriateness of certain test
preparation practices (see also Appendix 3-C,
“The State Board of Education’s Policy on
Preparation for State Tests and the Standard-
ized Testing and Reporting [STAR] Program,”
at the end of this chapter). According to the
guidelines, districts and schools wanting to
improve student learning should focus time
and instruction on teaching to the standards,
not to the test. Performance scores on norm-

referenced and criterion-referenced assessments
will then reflect true achievement in learning.

Classroom formative assessments can
improve student learning. These assessments
are useful to students and their teachers because
they are criterion aligned and provide timely
feedback, but their unique characteristics and
limited scope are not appropriate for high
stakes decisions, overall program planning, or
public accountability (see Figure 3-1).

The discussion and Figure 3-1 outline the
need to administer different types of assessment
based on their intended purposes. Classroom
assessments and local benchmark assessments
have the most impact on student learning when
they are used as part of standards-based instruc-
tion. With assessments aligned to the California

Figure 3-1 Assessments in California and the Primary Purposes They Serve

Public
Accountability

Program
Planning

STAR (California Standards Tests)

CELDT

Decisions About
Students

Guiding
Instruction

Local standards-based benchmark assessments

High School Exit Examination

Classroom
assessments

(Note: Solid color bars represent assessments based on California’s content standards and English language development

[ELD] standards.)
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standards (content and performance), classroom
assessments, local benchmark assessments, and
the California Standards Tests become inher-
ently consistent. The old questions of Why
don’t we test what we teach? and Why don’t we
teach what we test? are resolved if teaching
focuses on the standards.

Local Assessments

Statewide assessments have their strengths,
but they also have their weaknesses. Local
assessments are necessary companions because
they fill a role that statewide assessments
cannot. Generally, statewide tests assess only
those standards that can be measured through
paper-and-pencil format in a limited amount of
time. For example, it is not possible for a
statewide test to measure certain skills identi-
fied in the standards for listening, speaking, and
multimedia presentations. Nor would a state-
wide test necessarily address district-defined
standards and outcomes. The absence of certain
standards on developed statewide tests does not
mean they are not essential and should be
ignored or de-emphasized. It does mean all
standards cannot be measured fully or ad-
equately in a selected-response format. Local
assessments should fill this gap.

While reliable scores can be produced from
constructed-response prompts and scoring
rubrics, doing so is costly and time consuming
on a large-scale assessment. Consequently,
most large-scale assessments use a multiple-
choice format. Students select what they
believe to be correct from among several
responses and fill in the appropriate bubble for
that response on an answer form that will be
machine scored. Score reliability is high, and
these assessments are not as expensive or time-
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intensive as those that allow students to con-
struct their own responses and that depend on
trained scorers to evaluate student performance.

Unfortunately, selected-response questions
rarely access the upper levels of cognitive
thinking. Effective constructed-response assess-
ments encourage creativity; higher levels of
thinking, including creative problem solving;
and the deeper, more complex dimensions of
student learning. The STAR California Stan
dards Tests” writing assessments in grades four
and seven and the writing portion of the High
School Exit Examination attempt to “bridge”
from selected-response into more constructed-
response items that allow students to authenti-
cally demonstrate their writing ability. A great
need exists at the local level for assessments
employing performance tasks. The “doing” of
the content standards, applying skills and
knowledge, engages young minds and attaches
relevance to their learning.

Figure 3-2 aligns Benjamin Bloom’s
cognitive taxonomy, familiar to most veteran
teachers, to the continuum of assessment
formats (selected-response to constructed-
response and other performance tasks).
Constant use of assignments and assessments
that are worksheet oriented or in the selected-
response format deprives students of opportuni-
ties to use the higher-level thinking identified in
the California standards and to develop the
creative problem-solving skills needed in
today’s global economy (see also Appendix
3-D, “Developing, Using, and Communicating
Complex Reasoning,” at the end of this chapter).

Large-scale assessments are generally
formal, standardized tests. Assessments at the
local level do not necessarily have the same
characteristics as those of a formal test. The line
between informal classroom assessments and
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Figure 3-2 Student Assessment Continuum Based on Bloom’s Cognitive Taxonomy

Bloom’s Taxonomy

Assessment Continuum

Evaluation: Highest mental process

Students judge the merit of an idea, a solution to a prob-
lem, aesthetic work, or their own work based on experi-
ence, learning, and expectations. There may be many
correct ways of responding.

Synthesis: Higher mental process

Students employ original and creative thinking, drawing
on experience and previous learning to produce an original
work, make predictions, and solve problems in which a
variety of creative answers may be acceptable.

Analysis: High mental process

Students think critically and in depth to identify motive,
reasons, or causes for a specific occurrence; analyze
available information to reach a conclusion, inference,
or generalization; or analyze a conclusion, inference, or
generalization to find evidence to support or refute it.

Application: Medium mental process

Students apply previously learned information, a rule, or
process to a problem and thereby determine a single right
answer to that problem.

Comprehension: Basic mental process

Students demonstrate that they have sufficient understand-
ing to organize and arrange material mentally and can
rephrase and sequence that information.

Knowledge: Initial and lowest of mental processes
Students recognize or recall information.

Constructed
Response —
Performance
Tasks

Selected Response
el Traditional
Tests

Selected Response to
Performance Response

Source: Adapted from Taxonomy of Educational Objectives, Handbook I, Cognitive Domain. Edited by Benjamin Bloom. New York:

David McKay, 1956.
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assignments may become blurred, particularly
if the assessment/assignment is extended over

time and out of the direct control of the teacher.

Many research reports, projects, journals,
multi-media presentations may be worked on
outside the classroom. However, this lack of
uniformity compromises the classroom’s
assessment/assignments’ ability to be used for
reliable, high-stakes decision making. There is
not a middle grades teacher who has not
received an out-of-class project and wondered
about the extent of parental involvement,
external assistance, or advantaged resources
involved in it.

Informal, standards-based assessment/
assignments at the classroom level are essential
to learning and informing individual instruc-
tion, particularly if the student has multiple
opportunities to redo and refine the original
assessment/assignment until it demonstrates
proficiency or better. However, assessment
characteristics of validity, reliability, and
fairness, which are critical to high-stakes
decisions and targeted program planning, are
generally not found in informal classroom
assessments/assignments.

An alternative or supplement to the class-
room assessment that provides standardization
is the school or districtwide benchmark assess-
ment. This assessment may also call for perfor-
mance tasks, but it is more formal and has a
standardized on-site administration and scoring
procedure that helps maintain the validity,
reliability, and fairness of the assessment.
These assessments are collegially developed or
adopted and scored. Benchmark assessments
are generally given to all students in the same
course and grade level in the district at pre-
scribed intervals. They measure proficiency on
subsets of standards and might include writing
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samples, literary responses, oral reports,
demonstrations showing understanding of how-
to-manuals, dramatizations, open-ended
mathematics problems, memory maps, labora-
tory investigations, keyboarding or typing tests,
and projects using specialized software in the
school’s computer lab.

Through these uniform benchmark assess-
ments, teachers can really evaluate how their
students are doing relative to the selected
standards in not only their classrooms but also
other grade-level classrooms in their district.
These benchmark assessments become sophisti-
cated means of providing valuable information
for not only classroom practice but also school
and districtwide decision making. They should
not be thought of as another test, but a powerful
extension of the learning process.

Assessment and Curriculum
Development

In a standards-based system, assessment
development and lesson planning follow a
different process and sequence than in the
traditional textbook-driven system. Figure 3-3
compares the differences.

Before a lesson is taught, an assessment of
intended student learning is already developed
or in development. When planning standards-
based assessments, ask the question, What
evidence must be collected from students that
will demonstrate their knowledge and profi-
ciency on this (these) standard(s)? Once this
guestion has been answered, the assessment is
designed, and the scoring criteria are devel-
oped. The teacher is then ready to plan the
curriculum and scaffold the learning activities
until students are prepared to demonstrate their
learning through the assessment. This process
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Instruction and Assessment

A Comparison of Traditional Practice vs. a Standards-Based Education System

Traditional Practice

Standards-Based Education System

Select a topic from the curriculum.

Select and then analyze the standard(s) to be met.

Design instructional activities.

Design or select an assessment through which students can
demonstrate mastery of the standard(s); determine the required
performance level, if it is not already given.

Deliver a lesson.

Identify what students must know and be able to do in order to
perform well on the assessment.

Design and administer an assessment.

Plan and deliver instructional activities that include direct instruc-
tion and teacher-student interaction. This process helps all students
gain the knowledge and skill(s) identified in the standards.

Give a grade or feedback.

Provide all students with adequate opportunities to learn and
practice the necessary skills and knowledge.

Move on to a new topic.

Assess students and examine their results to plan further instruc-
tion or individual support, if needed. If appropriate, give a grade or
other feedback.

Source: Adapted from (a) Kate Jamentz, Standards: From Document to Dialogue. San Francisco: Western Assessment Collaborative, 1998;
and (b) Douglas Reeves, Making Standards Work. Denver: Center for Performance Assessment, 1997.

is referred to as “backwards planning” and is a
worthy topic for professional development.®
Developing or selecting technically sound
assessments requires a level of training that
most teachers may not have had. Prior to
collegial assessment development, professional
training is essential. Educators should know
how to write and evaluate good multiple-choice
and selected-response questions that stretch
into the analytical levels of a cognitive tax-
onomy. High-quality multiple-choice questions
can provide reliable data and are easy to score,
but they are difficult to write.
Constructed-response and written-response
assessments are even a greater challenge to
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write (see also Appendix 3-E, “Item Develop-
ment Guidelines for Teacher Teams,” at the end
of this chapter). Their language needs to be
concise and grade-level appropriate. The task
must be interesting and doable for the students
but novel enough that the students must use
higher-level cognitive thinking.

In addition to the standards-based assess-
ment, teachers must anticipate the variety of
student responses and design or adopt a general
scoring guide that will assist them in evaluating
student work. The scoring guide also clarifies
in advance the content standards to be covered
and the levels of performance expected to
demonstrate proficiency or better. Appendixes
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3-F, “Four-Point Scoring Guide for Writing
Tasks for Grade Seven,” and 3-G, “Four-Point
Scoring Guide for Writing Tasks for Grades
Nine and Ten” at the end of this chapter are
examples of four-point general scoring guides
for written response items. Examples for both
grades seven and nine and ten are included so
that readers can see the relationship to corre-
sponding grade-level standards and the degree
of growth expected between grades seven and
ten when students are presented with the High
School Exit Examination’s writing tasks.

Conclusions

Assessments are developed for different
purposes. No single assessment can effectively
provide data for all purposes. Multiple measures
statewide and locally are necessary to cover the
range of purposes of policymakers, taxpayers,
and educators. Classroom and benchmark
assessments are essential to learning and assess-
ing the highest levels of the cognitive taxonomy
as identified in California’s standards.

Recommendations on performance assess-
ments from the National Research Council in
their 1999 report Testing, Teaching, and Learn
ing: A Guide for States and School Districts,’
mirror many of the premises of this chapter:

* Teachers should administer assessments
frequently and regularly in classrooms for
the purpose of monitoring individual
students’ performance and adapting instruc-
tion to improve their performance.

» Assessment should involve a range of
strategies appropriate for inferences relevant
to individual students, classrooms, schools,
districts, and states.
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« Standards-based assessments should be
sensitive to effective instruction. Districts,
schools, and teachers should use the results
of these assessments to revise their prac-
tices and thereby help improve student
performance.

« Standardized norm-referenced tests of
content knowledge should be used as
general indicators of comparative perfor-
mance but should not be the focus of
instruction.

» Multiple measures should be combined to
enable individuals and schools to demon-
strate competency in a variety of ways.
Such measures should work together to
support the coherence of instruction and
students’ achievement of all dimensions of
the standards.

Standards-based assessment and related
instruction follow a different sequence of
planning for which teachers may need profes-
sional development. Teachers may also need
specific training in the development of sound
assessments. The development of benchmark
assessments is a collegial process requiring
district support of time and resources.

——Resultsfrema-standards-based system of

statewide, district, and classroom assessments
can be the most important information available
to help increase student achievement. Sound
assessment practice is an essential component
of a standards-based system and joins hands
with standards and accountability at center
stage for not only middle grades students but
all students in kindergarten through grade
twelve. Middle grades teachers and students
take center stage in that continuum and are no
longer caught in the middle.
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Assessment

 California has made a major commitment to student assessment. Therearealso
multiple elements of thisstructurethat are a part of recent legislation. Ask your
principal to devote a faculty meeting to this subject. Use the chart in Appendix 1-B as a
starting point. Especially review the degree to which aspects of student assessment are
understood by you and your colleagues. Are there areas of understanding that should be
strengthened? How aware are parents about these issues? What things might your school
do to ensure that students, parents, and the professional staff fully benefit from the
provisions of California’s assessment system?

» Organizationsthat represent the academic disciplines generally agreethat nearly
all students ar e capable of achieving a high standard of performancein arigorous
curriculum. As your school moves toward performance-based assessments, are you
finding increased numbers of students rising to the academic challenge? In what way are
you seeing this occur? If this is not occurring, do you have ideas about probable causes?
Is there a deliberate schoolwide effort to focus on this challenge? What is your personal
role?

» Content and performance standards, curriculum and instruction, and assessments
of student performance need to be aligned. Ask your principal to help organize faculty
forums that meet regularly to address alignment issues and related tasks.

» Design and implementation of perfor mance assessments includes planning assess-
ments and assignmentsthat allow studentsto demonstrate what they know relative
to the content standar ds, developing functional scoring criteria or using generic
rubrics, applying those criteria to student work, and ultimately deter mining indi-
vidual student performance. Consider each of these variables and assess how well you
and your colleagues who teach the same grade and subject are doing in your efforts to
develop and implement these components. Are there ways to improve your consensus-
building process? Could teachers of other subjects and grades benefit by these efforts?
How might you develop a cross-discipline assessment with teachers from another
subject area? Invite them to participate with you.

 If you areaprincipal, how would you evaluate your professional ability to provide
direct assistance to teacher swho need help in developing perfor mance assess-
ments? Do you regularly provide such assistance? If not, do you broker assistance by
others? What kind of professional assistance would benefit you as you seek to support
your staff? With whom will you share your need?
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Appendix 3-A

California Assessment System Chart
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Appendix 3-B

California’s Statewide Assessment-Implementation Timeline

Fall 1997 Standardized Testing and Reporting (STAR) Program legislation enacted
Spring 1998 First administration of the test for the STAR Program
SAT9 Stanford Achievement Test, Ninth Edition, Form T to all students in grades 2—11
Spring 1999 Second administration of the tests for the STAR Program
SAT9 Stanford Achievement Test, Ninth Edition, Form T to all students in grades 2—11
SABE/2 SABE/2 for LEP Spanish-speaking students enrolled in a California school for less than 12
months
California Standards First administration of California Standards Tests in language arts and mathematics for
Tests/ELA & Math grades 2—11 (These tests align with the adopted California academic content standards.)
Spring 2000 Third administration of the tests for the STAR Program
SAT9 Stanford Achievement Test, Ninth Edition, Form T to all students in grades 2—11
SABE/2 SABE/2 for LEP Spanish-speaking students enrolled in a California school for less than 12
months
California Standards Second administration of the California Standards Tests in language arts and mathematics for
Tests/ELA & Math grades 2—-11.
Spring 2001 Fourth administration of the tests for the STAR Program
SAT9 Fourth administration of the Stanford Achievement Test, Ninth Edition, Form T to all students in
grades 2—-11.
SABE/2 Third administration of the SABE/2 for LEP Spanish-speaking students enrolled in a California
school for less than 12 months
California Standards Third administration of the California Standards Tests in language arts and mathematics for
Tests/ELA & Math grades 2—11, including writing samples for grades 4 and 7; performance-level setting completed
in ELA (Results are expected to be available for use in California’s accountability system.)
California Standards First administration of the California Standards Tests in history—social science and science for
Tests/H-SS & Sci. grades 9-11.
CELDT First administration of the California English Language Development Test (not part of STAR)
HSEE First administration of the High School Exit Examination to be administered to grade nine
students who choose to take the test (not part of STAR)
Spring 2002 Fifth administration of the tests for the STAR Program
SAT9 Fifth administration of the Stanford Achievement Test, Ninth Edition, Form T to all students in
grades 2-11
SABE/2 Fourth administration of the SABE/2 for LEP Spanish-speaking students enrolled in a California

school for less than 12 months

California Standards
Tests/ELA & Math

Fourth administration of the California Standards Tests in language arts and mathematics for
grades 2—11 (Both ELA and mathematics results are expected to be available for use in
California’s accountability system.)

California Standards
Tests/H-SS & Sci.

Second administration of the California Standards Tests in history—social science and
science for grades 9—11 (Anticipated initial availability for use in California’s accountability
system.)

CELDT

Second administration of the California English Language Development Test (not part of STAR)

HSEE

First administration of the High School Exit Examination to be administered to grade ten
students who are required to take the test (not part of STAR)
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Appendix 3-C

The State Board of Education’s Policy on Preparation
for State Tests and the Standardized Testing
and Reporting (STAR) Program

Introduction

In general, the best preparation for state
tests, including the STAR tests, is good instruc-
tion. This can be broadly defined as instruction
in the content specified in California’s content
standards, employing the instructional prin-
ciples and practices set forth in the content-area
frameworks. It is the standards and the frame-
works, therefore, that should guide instructional
programs. The instructional program should be
designed to ensure that students master the
standards at their own and earlier grade levels,
since the standards at particular grades are
based on content introduced at earlier grades.
The instructional program should ensure that
students are able to demonstrate mastery of the
content standards in multiple formats—e.g.,
multiple choice, short answer, and essay. The
instructional program should include practice
assignments that are timed, and test reports for
individual students and groups of students
should be used to identify skill areas that may
require emphasis.

A simple way to determine whether a
contemplated test preparation procedure is
permissible is to ask, “If the specific test for
which | am preparing students were discontin-
ued and a different test of the same type or of a
different format were substituted, would my
test preparation procedure remain the same or
would it change?” If it would remain the same,
then it probably is permissible because it is
most likely generic preparation for any test or
test format rather than for one specific test or
format. On the other hand, if that test prepara-
tion would change, then it probably is not

permissible because it is most likely intended to
improve achievement on a particular test rather
than to teach general test-taking skills.

Background

As stated in Section 60611 of the California
Education Code, “No city, county, city and
county, or district superintendent of schools or
principal or teacher of any elementary or
secondary school shall carry on any program of
specific preparation for the statewide pupil
assessment program or a particular test used
therein.” Further, as set forth in Title 5, Califor
nia Code of Regulations, Section 854, also in
reference to the statewide testing program, “No
program or materials shall be used by any
school district or employee of a school district
that are specifically formulated or intended to
prepare pupils for the designated achievement
tests.” Title 5 regulations, however, do permit
the use of “materials specifically included
within the designated achievement test,”
including “practice tests provided by the
publisher as part of the designated achievement
test” (Title 5, California Code of Regulations,
Section 854).

The Standards for Educational and Psycho
logical Testing state that “the integrity of test
results should be maintained by eliminating
practices designed to raise scores without
improving performance on the construct or
domain being tested.” They comment that
practices such as “teaching test items in ad-
vance, modifying test administration proce-
dures, and discouraging or excluding certain
test takers from taking the test can lead to

Source: California Department of Education, Standards and Assessment Division.
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spuriously high scores that do not reflect
performance on the underlying construct or
domain of interest” (Standard 15.9). These
standards also note that “the appropriateness of
test preparation activities can be evaluated . . .
by determining the extent to which test scores
are artificially raised without actually increas-
ing students’ level of achievement” (Standard
13.11).

Statement of Policy

The following test preparation policy was
adopted by the State Board of Education on
September 7, 2000:

No city, county, city and county, or district
superintendent of schools or principal or
teacher is to use any test preparation materials
or strategies developed for a specific test. This
includes but is not limited to published
materials, materials available on the Internet,
and materials developed by schools, district or
county offices of education, and/or outside
consultants.

STAR Test Preparation Examples

The STAR program consists of three tests;
The Stanford Achievement Test, Ninth Edition,
Form T (Stanford 9); the Spanish Assessment of
Basic Education, Second Edition (SABE/2); and
the California Standards Tests. The Stanford 9
and SABE/2 are norm-referenced achievement
tests; the California Standards Tests are
criterion-referenced tests. All are multiple-
choice tests designed to verify breadth of
learning. The California Standards Tests at
grades four and seven also require students to
produce a writing sample. The information
below provides examples of test preparation
practices that are and are not appropriate for the
Stanford 9, SABE/2, California Standards
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Tests, and standards-test writing assessments at
grades four and seven. The practices identified
here as appropriate and inappropriate represent
specific applications of the statute and regula-
tions.

STAR Multiple-choice Tests: Stanford 9,
SABE/2, and California Standards Tests

Appropriate Test Preparation:

 Use practice tests provided by the test
publisher as part of the state testing pro-
gram.

 Prepare students with test-taking strategies
designed to make them better at taking any
type of test rather than to prepare them
specifically for taking the Stanford 9,
SABE/2, or California Standards Tests.
This practice may, in fact, make the test
more valid by reducing the influence of
factors such as previous testing experience.
Examples of appropriate strategies might
include:

— using time efficiently

— understanding directions

— placing answers correctly on answer
sheets

— checking answers

— using the problem-solving tactics of
educated guessing, estimating, and
working problems backward

— exposing students to various test formats,
including questions that contain “none of
the above,” “all of above,” *“not here,”
negative wording, and true-false state-
ments

The suggestions noted above apply to
materials produced by test-preparation
companies as well as those prepared by
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individual teachers, schools, districts, and
county offices of education.

Inappropriate Test Preparation:*

» Conducting reviews or drills that use
actual test items or identical format items
of the Stanford 9, SABE/2, or California
Standards Tests.

» Conducting a test preparation program
designed specifically to prepare students
to perform well on the Stanford 9, SABE/2,
or California Standards Tests as opposed
to a program designed to teach general
test-taking strategies. In regard to the
norm-referenced Stanford 9 and SABE/2,
the norm groups to which California
students are being compared received no
specific preparation for these tests so that
the scores of students who do prepare for
these specific tests may be invalid.

* Preparing students in ways that improve
scores without improving underlying
achievement.

 Using sample items to prepare practice
items in the same format.

« Using alternate forms of the test. Practice
with alternate forms affects the accuracy of
generalizations that might be made about a
student’s mastery of the content domain the
test is designed to sample.

« Using copies of tests from previous years.

» Reviewing the test to be administered and
then reviewing the test-specific curriculum
content with students before administering
the test.

*This section is not intended to cover all inappropriate test
preparation practices.
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California Standards Writing Tests
at Grades Four and Seven

Appropriate Test Preparation:

 Have students write regularly in all content
domains. The Reading/Language Arts
Framework contains standards that describe
writing strategies, applications and conven-
tions for these grade levels as well as
teaching strategies for implementing these
standards effectively.

 Have students edit their own work and the
work of other students.

* Share scoring rubrics and sample papers
with students and help them use these
materials to evaluate their own writing.

* Provide written directions for writing
prompts throughout the school year and
teach students to identify key words in them.

* Teach students to reread directions for
written assignments and then read their
responses to verify that they have fulfilled
all requirements.

Inappropriate Test Preparations:*

» Having worksheets that only ask students to
edit for mechanics, conventions, and the
like. While not prohibited, these types of
worksheets generally are not effective in
helping students learn to write well.

« Focusing on one type of writing in the
expectation that it will be tested during a
specific year.

Consequences of I nappropriate
Test Preparation

Confirmed instances of inappropriate test
preparation involving city, county, district, or
school personnel may result in a number of
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negative consequences for the parties involved.
These may include, but would not necessarily
be limited to, the following:

 Notice of STAR testing irregularities may
be posted on the STAR Internet site for the
school involved.

 Schools may become ineligible for awards
such as those available through the
Governor’s performance award programs.

72 Chapter 3

 Personnel may be subject to district sanc-
tions as outlined in district policies or
teacher contracts.

* Students may become ineligible for schol-
arships and awards such as those provided
through the Governor’s Scholars Program.
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Appendix 3-D

Developing, Using, and Communicating
Complex Reasoning

Middle grades students should have
frequent opportunities to develop and demon-
strate complex reasoning and to use written and
oral communication to convey their thought
processes. Content and performance standards
in core subjects should reflect curriculum and
instruction that prepare students to engage in
progressively more demanding cognitive tasks,
including those that require them to:

« Participate in oral discussions of solutions
to mathematical problems; outcomes of
scientific experiments; or the formulation
and testing of hypotheses in science, social
studies, and other subjects.

» Use knowledge of facts, procedures, and
operations to solve problems, arrive at
conclusions, or propose novel solutions
based on original thinking.

* Prepare papers, essays, or other appropri
ate written materials which describe the
steps followed in conducting research,
analyzing data, and using other complex
reasoning in studying social, political,
economic, and scientific problems and
issues. This work should reflect proficient
writing skills and appropriate use of
numbers, symbols, graphs, photos, charts,
and other visual materials. Written work
should be shared with other students, who
are encouraged to ask questions, offer
suggestions, provide alternative problem-
solving logic, and otherwise interact
creatively.

ferred to as “power problems.” These
projects should require extended reasoning,
which takes the student beyond conven-
tional facts and rules. Assignments of this
type might be given once a semester and
typically require highly focused homework.
Parents should be apprised of “power
problems” and invited to work with their
child, if appropriate; but in all cases their
role is to make certain that the assignment
is completed.

Provide detailed descriptions of how
answers are determined for selected test
items in history—social science, mathemat
ics, and science. Items should require
students to process, analyze, compare,
contrast, generalize, or use other types of
abstract thought. Students’ responses
should reflect the application of new

knowledge and skills introduced during
classroom instruction or learned through
related assignments.

Use graphs, pictographs, charts, and other
similar representation of statistical data to
communicate complex ideas. Use real or
hypothetical data and demonstrate the
ability to choose the most appropriate type
of graphic representation.

Use computer software applications, which
develop abilities to use spreadsheets and
graphing calculators, to process informa-
tion, or to otherwise perform calculations,
solve problems, or analyze data.

Complete assignments on the Internet to

» Engage in history—social science, math
ematics, and science projects that call for a
high level of abstractive thought before
solutions can be found—sometimes re

locate data, including original source
materials, and to provide web site addresses
in bibliographic material.
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Appendix 3-E

Item Development Guidelines
for Teacher Teams

General Item-Writing Guidelines

1. Use the standards to guide item-writing
efforts. This will help ensure that all items
are linked to targeted standards.

2. Make sure that items:

 Focus on high-level thinking, reasoning,
and problem-solving skills as much as
possible.

» Use simple, concise language to clearly
articulate the tasks to be completed.

¢ Include only information that is relevant
and necessary for answering the items or
completing the tasks.

 Are within the appropriate range of
difficulty for the intended student popula-
tion.

» Use the lowest readability level possible
(e.g., grade-appropriate vocabulary and
simple, concise sentences).

» Use graphics (when applicable) that are
clear and easy to understand.

» Do not use language or content that could
be offensive or inappropriate for a popula-
tion or subgroup.

» Do not include or implicitly support
negative stereotypes.

3. Develop two to three times the number of
items actually needed for the final assess-
ment. This will make it possible to drop
ineffective items following classroom
tryouts and analysis of test results.

4. Allow ample time for editing and proofread-
ing of items. Check for clarity, as well as for
errors in spelling, grammar, and punctuation.

Source: WestEd. Printed with permission.
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Multiple-Choice Item-Writing
Guidelines (specific)

« Present a clearly formulated, concise
problem in the item’s stem. The best stems
focus on a single aspect of content (e.g., a
concept or principle) and one type of
cognitive performance (e.g., recall of
knowledge or application of knowledge).

* State the item stem in positive terms
whenever possible. Students, especially
second-language learners, often have
difficulty understanding questions that are
phrased in negative terms (e.g., “Which is
not an example of . . . ). They often
overlook the word “not,” and, therefore,
misinterpret the question. If it is necessary
to phrase a question using negative terms
(e.g., “not,” “except™), make sure to
capitalize or bold-face the negative terms
so that they stand out to students.

« Avoid the use of unnecessary or irrelevant
details in the item stem and answer choices.

« Use answer choices that are brief and
parallel (e.g., if one answer choice begins
with a verb, make sure all answer choices
begin with verbs).

 Use answer choices that are grammatically
consistent with the stem of the item.
Grammatical inconsistencies can provide
clues that help uninformed students cor-
rectly guess the appropriate answer.

* Include distracters that are plausible and
attractive to uninformed students. For
example:

— Use common or likely misconceptions
or errors of students as distracters.
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— Make distracters similar to the correct

answer in both length and complexity of

wording.
— Use scientific- and technical-sounding
words to help make distracters enticing.

Do not give clues that might enable stu-
dents to guess the correct answer or to
easily eliminate incorrect alternatives. For
example:

— Avoid using similar wording in the item
stem and correct answer choice.

— Avoid writing the correct answer in a
style that is distinctly different from the
distracters.

— Avoid stating the correct answer in
greater detail or length than the
distracters.

— Avoid including absolute terms (e.g.,
“always,” “never,” “all,” “none,”
“only”) in distracters.

» Make sure each item has a correct answer
that is unquestionably correct or clearly
best.

Written-Response |tem-Writing
Guidelines (specific)

For all written-responseitems:

* Present a clearly formulated problem or
situation (in paragraph form) in the item’s
prompt. Make sure that the described
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problem or situation is novel but not
entirely unfamiliar to students. The context
or details in the prompt should not be
beyond the ability of students to imagine.

* Provide specific instructions that tell
students everything they need to do when
responding to the prompt. Be sure, how-
ever, not to provide excessive information
which might remove the challenge for
students.

* Present the instructions in the form of
statements rather than questions whenever
possible (e.g., “Explain three reasons . . .”
rather than “What are three reasons . . .”).

 Avoid unnecessary detail in both the
prompt and instructions. Ask yourself, “Is
this essential information?” If the answer is
“no,” eliminate it.

For long written-response items:

* Clearly state the evaluation criteria (i.e.,
what students must demonstrate to receive
a satisfactory rating). Providing this
information helps students understand what
is expected. (See Appendix 3-F.)

» Make sure that the information presented in
the prompt, instructions, and evaluation
criteria is consistent. For example, concepts
included in the evaluation criteria should
reiterate or support information given in the
instructions and the prompt.
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Appendix 3-F

Four-Point Scoring Guide for Writing Tasks
for Grade Seven

(Based on California’s English-language arts
content standards for grade seven)

Thewriting—

« clearly addresses all parts of the writing
task.

* demonstrates a clear understanding of
purpose and audience.

» maintains a consistent point of view, focus,
and organizational structure, including the
effective use of transitions.

* includes a clearly presented central idea
with relevant facts, details, and/or explana-
tions.

* includes a variety of sentence types.

« contains few, if any, errors in the conven-
tions of the English language (grammar,
punctuation, capitalization, spelling). These
errors do not interfere with the reader’s
understanding of the writing.

Fictional or autobiographical narrative
writing—
« provides a thoroughly developed plotling,
including major and minor characters and
a definite setting.
« includes appropriate strategies (e.g., dia-
logue, suspense, narrative action).

Response to literature writing—

« develops interpretations that demonstrate a
thoughtful, comprehensive grasp of the
text.

* organizes accurate and coherent interpreta-
tions around clear ideas, premises, or
images from the literary work.

* provides specific textual examples and
details to support the interpretations.

Persuasive writing—

« authoritatively defends a position with
precise and relevant evidence and convinc
ingly addresses the reader’s concerns,
biases, and expectations.

Summary writing—

* is characterized by paraphrasing of the
main idea(s) and significant details.

Thewriting—

» addresses all parts of the writing task.

» demonstrates a general understanding of
purpose and audience.

» maintains a mostly consistent point of view,
focus, and organizational structure, includ-
ing the effective use of some transitions.

* presents a central idea with mostly relevant
facts, details, and/or explanations.

« includes a variety of sentence types.

* contains some errors in the conventions of
the English language (grammar, punctua-
tion, capitalization, spelling). These errors
do not interfere with the reader’s under-
standing of the writing.

Fictional or autobiographical narrative
writing—
« provides an adequately developed plotline,
including major and minor characters and
a definite setting.
« includes appropriate strategies (e.g., dia-
logue, suspense, narrative action).

Source: Standards and Assessment Division, California Department of Education.
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Response to literature writing—

« develops interpretations that demonstrate a
comprehensive grasp of the text.

* organizes accurate and reasonably coherent
interpretations around clear ideas, premises,
or images from the literary work.

* provides textual examples and details to
support the interpretations.

Persuasive writing—

« generally defends a position with relevant
evidence and addresses the reader’s con-
cerns, biases, and expectations.

Summary writing—

* is characterized by paraphrasing of the main
idea(s) and significant details.

2

Thewriting—

« addresses only parts of the writing task.

 demonstrates little understanding of purpose
and audience.

* maintains an inconsistent point of view,
focus, and/or organizational structure, which
may include ineffective or awkward transi-
tions that do not unify important ideas.

* suggests a central idea with limited facts,
details, and/or explanations.

« includes little variety in sentence types.

* contains several errors in the conventions of
the English language (grammar, punctua-
tion, capitalization, spelling). These errors
may interfere with the reader’s understand-
ing of the writing.

Taking Center Stage

Fictional or autobiographical narrative
writing—
« provides a minimally developed plotline,
including characters and a setting.
« attempts to use strategies but with minimal
effectiveness (e.g., dialogue, suspense,
narrative action).

Response to literature writing—

« develops interpretations that demonstrate a
limited grasp of the text.

« includes interpretations that lack accuracy
or coherence as related to ideas, premises,
or images from the literary work.

* provides few, if any, textual examples and
details to support the interpretations.

Persuasive writing—

« defends a position with little, if any,
evidence and may address the reader’s
concerns, biases, and expectations.

Summary writing—

« is characterized by substantial copying of
key phrases and minimal paraphrasing.

Thewriting—

« addresses only one part of the writing task.

 demonstrates no understanding of purpose
and audience.

« lacks a point of view, focus, organizational
structure, and transitions that unify impor-
tant ideas.
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« lacks a central idea but may contain mar
ginally related facts, details, and/or expla-
nations.

« includes no sentence variety.

* contains serious errors in the conventions
of the English language (grammar, punc-
tuation, capitalization, spelling). These
errors interfere with the reader’s under-
standing of the writing.

Fictional or autobiographical narrative
writing—
* lacks a developed plotline.

« fails to use strategies (e.g., dialogue,
suspense, narrative action).
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—Respensetetiterature writing—

« demonstrates little grasp of the text.

« lacks an interpretation or may be a simple
retelling of the passage.

« lacks textual examples and details.

Persuasive writing—

« fails to defend a position with any evidence
and fails to address the reader’s concerns,
biases, and expectations.

Summary writing—

« is characterized by substantial copying of
indiscriminately selected phrases or sen-
tences.
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Appendix 3-G

Four-Point Scoring Guide for Writing Tasks
for Grades Nine and Ten

(Based on California’s English-language arts
content standards for grades nine and ten)

Response to Writing Prompt
4

The essay —

« clearly addresses all parts of the writing
task.

« provides a meaningful thesis and maintains
a consistent tone and focus and purpose

* provides a variety of sentence types and
uses some descriptive language.

» demonstrates a general sense of audience.

* contains some errors in the conventions
of the English language. (Errors do not
interfere with the reader’s understanding
of the essay.)

Persuasive compositions:

fully illustrates a control of organization.
« thoughtfully supports the thesis and main
ideas with specific details and examples.
* provides a variety of sentence types and
uses precise, descriptive language.
* demonstrates a clear sense of audience.
« contains few, if any errors in the conven-
tions of the English language. (Errors are
generally first-draft in nature.)

Persuasive compositions:

« authoritatively defends a position with
precise and relevant evidence and convinc
ingly addresses the reader’s concerns,
biases, and expectations.

The essay—

« addresses all parts of the writing task.

« provides a thesis and maintains a consistent
tone and focus and illustrates a control of
organization.

* supports the thesis and main ideas with
details and examples.

« generally defends a position with relevant
evidence and addresses the reader’s con-
cerns, biases, and expectations.

The essay—

« addresses only parts of the writing task.

» may provide a thesis and maintains an
inconsistent tone and focus and illustrates
little, if any control of organization.

_may support the thesis and main ideas with

limited, if any, details and/or examples.
« provides few, if any, types of sentences, and
uses basic, predictable language.
 demonstrates little or no sense of audience,
* contains several errors in the conventions
of the English language. (Errors may
interfere with the reader’s understanding
of the essay.)

Persuasive compositions:

« defends a position with little, if any,
evidence and may address the reader’s
concerns, biases, and expectations.

Source: Standards and Assessment Division, California Department of Education.
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1

The essay may be too short to evaluate or—

« addresses only one part of the writing task.

» may provide a weak, if any thesis; fails to
maintain a focus, and illustrates little, or no
control of organization.

» fails to support ideas with details and/or
examples.

* provides no sentence variety and uses
limited vocabulary.

* demonstrates no sense of audience.

* contains serious errors in the conventions
of the English language. (Errors interfere
with the reader’s understanding of the
essay.)

Persuasive compositions:

« fails to defend a position with any evidence
and fails to address the reader’s concerns,
biases, and expectations.

Responseto Literacy/Expository Text
4

Theresponse-

 demonstrates a thorough and thoughtful,
comprehensive grasp of the text.

* accurately and coherently provides specific
textual details and examples to support the
thesis and main ideas.

* demonstrates a clear understanding of the
ambiguities, nuances, and complexities of
the text.

* provides a variety of sentence types and
uses precise, descriptive language.
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« contains few, if any, errors in the conven-
tions of the English language. (Errors are
generally first-draft in nature.)

Response to informational passages:

« thoughtfully anticipates and addresses the
reader’s potential misunderstandings,
biases, and expectations.

Response to literary passages:

« clearly demonstrates an awareness of the
author’s use of literary and/or stylistic
devices.

Theresponse-

« demonstrates a comprehensive grasp of the
text.

* accurately and coherently provides general
textual details and examples to support the
thesis and main ideas.

» demonstrates a general understanding of
the ambiguities, nuances, and complexities
of the text.

* provides a variety of sentence types and
uses some descriptive language.

* contains some errors in the conventions of
the English language. (Errors do not
interfere with the reader’s understanding of
the essay.)

Response to informational passages:

« anticipates and addresses the reader’s
potential misunderstandings, biases, and
expectations.

Response to literary passages:

» demonstrates an awareness of the author’s
use of literary and/or stylistic devices.

Taking Center Stage



The response-

 demonstrates a limited comprehensive grasp
of the text.

* provides few, if any, textual details and
examples to support the thesis and main
ideas.

* demonstrates a limited, or no, understanding
of the ambiguities, nuances, and complexi-
ties of the text.

* provides few, if any, types of sentences and
uses basic, predictable language.

* contains several errors in the conventions
of the English language. (Errors may
interfere with the reader’s understanding of
the essay.)

Response to informational passages:

» may address the reader’s potential misun-
derstandings, biases, and expectations, but
in a limited manner.

Response to literary passages:

* may demonstrate an awareness of the
author’s use of literary and/or stylistic
devices.

Taking Center Stage

The response-

» demonstrates little, if any, comprehensive
grasp of the text.

* provides no textual details and examples to
support the thesis and main ideas.

* demonstrates no understanding of the
ambiguities, nuances, and complexities of
the text.

* provides no sentence variety and uses
limited vocabulary.

e contains serious errors in the conventions
of the English language. (Errors interfere
with the reader’s understanding of the
essay.)

Response to informational passages:

* does not address the reader’s potential
misunderstandings, biases, and expecta-
tions.

Response to literary passages:

* does not demonstrate any awareness of the
author’s use of literary and/or stylistic
devices.
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“Quality is never an accident; it is always the result of high intention,
sincere effort, intelligent direction, and skillful execution; it represents
a wise choice of many alternatives.”

—Willa A. Foster

Accountability Takes
Center Stage

ost middle-level educators have
a deep sense of commitment to
the students they serve. They
know the challenges presented
by this young adolescent
population, and they know the
joys of being part of this pivotal
period in students’ lives. It is a difficult job
even in the best of circumstances, yet teachers’
personal and professional sense of caring and
responsibility helps them “stay the course.”
Responsibility is notched up to accountability
when one is answerable not only to self but to
others.

Being accountable is about being answer-
able for our actions and the results that are
produced and then refining our actions to
produce the best results. Educators hold them-
selves accountable for many different dimen-
sions of a student-centered school. Profession-
ally reflecting on daily work, evaluating and
revising instructional methods based on the
success or failure of students to grasp the

Recommendations 8, 9, 10, 11
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material, and guiding students to make wise
choices are just a small sample of personal and
professional accountability.

In a standards-based system, accountability
takes center stage beyond personal and profes-
sional accountability. Thus a standards-based
education becomes a system of accountability.
This system of accountability stretches beyond
individual efforts, to the collective efforts of the
school and district. Systemwide accountability
holds all stakeholders (students, parents, teach-
ers, principals, district administrators, policy-
makers, and state officials) accountable for
expected standards-based outcomes of student
learning.

The state’s accountability system focuses on
student achievement as it relates to norm-
referenced and criterion-referenced (standards-
based) assessments. These assessments also
serve the needs of districts and schools for
program planning and decisions about students
(see Chapter 3). They are not, however, frequent
or formative enough to hold students account-
able for progressive attainment of content and
skills. Nor do they offer the variety of perfor-



mance tasks that measure higher levels of
student thinking and creative problem solving.
Consequently, while the accountability systems
of districts and schools are aligned to the state’s
system, local entities must have additional
measures to meet their own specific needs. This
chapter will look at accountability in general
and from both the state and local perspectives.

A Standards, Assessment,
and Accountability Model

States across the nation have been remark-
ably swift in embracing the broad features of
standards-based education. Forty-nine states
now have statewide academic standards for
what students should know and be able to do in
at least some subjects; 50 states test how well
their students are learning; and 27 hold schools
accountable for results, either by rating the
performance of all their schools or identifying
low-performing ones.*

Each state has its own plan for standards-
based reform and incorporates one or more of
the three components of a standards-based
system. Figure 4-1 shows how standards,

assessment, and accountability theoretically
work together to produce higher levels of
student learning. This model relies on informa-
tion and responsibility and the premise that
every stakeholder “knows what is expected,
what they will be measured on, and what the
results imply for what they should do next.””

California employs all three components
of this standards-based reform model and is
currently in the process of implementing a new
statewide accountability system. Prior to
establishment of the statewide system of
accountability, many districts in California
were in the process of developing local stan-
dards-based accountability systems with
multiple measures and reporting these measures
to the state. The Public Schools Accountability
Act (PSAA) of 19992 established the statewide
system of accountability and relieved districts
from the responsibility of reporting local
multiple measures. The PSAA statewide system
has not replaced local standards-based account-
ability systems; rather, it is the umbrella
component that provides a coherent and
uniform look at student achievement through a
common statewide perspective.

Components of a Standards-Based Accountability System
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An Overview of California’s
Accountability System

Like most other states, California has
invested enormous energy and political capital
over the last decade in improving education.
At center stage in California’s standards-based
reform efforts are three interwoven elements:

* (1) Academic content standards across the
curricular areas of language arts, mathemat-
ics, science, and history—social science that
clearly define what students must know and
be able to do as a result of instruction in
these areas; and (2) evolving performance
standards (see Chapter 2)

» An assessme