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STATE BOARD COMMENT, FEBRUARY 6, 2008

1. COMMENT:  The commenter noted that there is a strong correlation between the performance levels summarized on slide 16 of the PowerPoint presentation 2007 New Jersey Statewide Assessment Results: Highlights and Trends and the rates of SRA usage among some districts. (B)
RESPONSE:  The department agrees that the achievement gaps depicted will impact on SRA usage in the coming years.  Such initiatives as the High School Redesign and Secondary Reform initiative will assist in ensuring that all students are prepared for postsecondary education and a career.  The high school initiative will include a focus on middle schools and their role in preparing students for high school level academic achievement. 

2. COMMENT:  The commenter noted that the state-operated districts present the most significant challenges.  Jersey City is a good model.  It has experienced incremental changes in the lower grades but significant changes at the high school level are probably not possible without the full implementation of the secondary reform initiative. (B)
RESPONSE:  The department agrees that Jersey City’s magnet schools have shown great improvement, but the traditional schools must also improve.  The High School Redesign and Secondary Reform initiative will provide direction for this.
3. COMMENT:  The commenter requested an overlay of the Excel graph on slide 16 of the 2007 New Jersey Statewide Assessment Results: Highlights and Trends showing the Abbott districts’ math performance in relation to HSPA math performance statewide. (A)
RESPONSE: 
The department has provided a modified version of this Excel graph to represent the HSPA math performance in Abbott districts relative to math performance statewide.   
4. COMMENT:  The commenter asked how the implementation of the Biology End of Course assessment will affect the newly proposed SRA. (F)
RESPONSE:  The department’s proposal for an enhanced SRA would be implemented in the period during which the state moves from the HSPA to an end-of-course testing model for high school.  Thus, as the discussion paper notes, even this enhanced alternate mechanism would continue to evolve, with the likelihood that alternate high school assessment performance tasks in HSPA math or science will be changed to Algebra I or Biology performance tasks.  Based on the department’s resolution, the first graduating class to be eligible for the enhanced SRA process will be the class of 2010, that is, those students who did not demonstrate proficiency through the March 2009 administration of state assessments designated as graduation requirements. 

5. COMMENT:  The commenter asked whether the student would have the option of passing one EOC over another and whether alternative assessments would be available for all EOCs. (F)
RESPONSE:  The administrative guidelines for the end of course high school testing model have not yet been made final; however, it is likely that the end of course testing model would have to include provision for alternate means of demonstrating proficiency on the course content. 

6. COMMENT:  The commenter asked if some of the proposed changes for the SRA could be done sooner.  

RESPONSE:  State fiscal constraints, as well as the need to develop detailed implementation documents with state vendors,  will make it difficult to implement the enhanced SRA in 2008-2009.  The department will begin information dissemination and training activities now and in 2008-2009, during the transition period to an enhanced alternate high school assessment program in 2009-2010.

7. COMMENT:  The commenter said that the department has identified 19 school districts where more that 50 % of their students graduated through the SRA process. (B)
RESPONSE:  The SRA discussion paper presented to the State Board did note that in 2006 there were 19 highs schools in which 50% or more of the graduates satisfied their high school graduation test requirement in whole or in part through the SRA.   At the March State Board meeting, the department will provide additional information on districts with high SRA usage rates in 2007. 

8. COMMENT:  The commenter asked whether QSAC would trigger a request to submit a plan from these 19 districts who graduated more than 50% of their students through the SRA process. (A)

RESPONSE:  Districts are penalized two points on the “Instruction and Program” indicator if more than 15% of their students graduate through the SRA process.  However, the State Board resolution does include a new provision for all districts in which 10 percent or more of graduating students satisfy their graduation test requirements through the SRA.  These districts must submit an analysis of all students who graduated by means of the SRA in the school year ending June 30, 2008, and each year thereafter.  The analysis must include the names of high school courses and grades achieved.  There must also be a plan for decreasing the proportion of students graduating by means of the SRA, based on the analysis and other data.  

9. COMMENT:  The commenter asked what measures the department can take against the governance bodies of districts in which there are substantial SRA graduation rates. (A)

RESPONSE:  The department will begin requiring such districts to analyze specific information and to develop a plan for decreasing the number of SRA participants. 

10. COMMENT:  QSAC seems to be a slow process as it relates to SRA.  We have 19 districts that have glaring problems and we need to work with them now to correct theses problems.  Submitting a plan doesn’t seem adequate.  (A)
RESPONSE:
The department intends that the plan described above and in the revised Adoption Resolution should arise from analysis by the districts of its own students, curriculum, and instructional practices.  An acceptable plan cannot be merely a list of promises or resolves to do better. It must reflect a good faith appraisal effort by the district, based on active analysis and research, embracing elementary and middle grade as well as high school achievement data, and using professional resources and methods.   The department is prepared to provide supporting resources and technical assistance. 

11. COMMENT:  The commenter expressed frustration at the heavy SRA use by some schools.  The commenter suggested that they be compelled to submit a corrective action plan and resources should be made available to bring about the desired change.  (B)
RESPONSE: 
The department will require districts that rely disproportionately on the SRA or an alternate mechanism to submit a plan for reducing that dependency.  The department would also expect such districts to use formative assessment resources and data analysis tools such as NJ SMART’s EDAnalyzer function to improve student achievement. Such analysis and use of formative assessment resources should occur in middle and early high school grades, not merely at the 11th and -12th grade levels.  Districts must also improve the rigor of their high school course offerings, the curriculum, and their professional development for teachers to ensure that all students are successful.

12. COMMENT:  The commenter suggested that the department set a standard where no more than 10% of students can graduate through the SRA.  The commenter believes that even 10% may be too high. (B)
RESPONSE:  The revised Adoption Resolution establishes a 10% standard, which would trigger the requirement for a district analysis and plan to reduce its dependency on the SRA.  In 2007, the SRA graduation rate was 11.8%.


13. COMMENT:  The commenter asked whether districts that rely heavily on the SRA can be asked to submit a corrective action plan, even if they were not in QSAC. (B)
RESPONSE:  The department’s plan will require those districts to submit a plan for reducing that dependency, regardless of their QSAC status.   As stated earlier, the department will also expect such districts to use formative assessment resources and data analysis tools such as NJ SMART’s EDAnalyzer function to improve student achievement. Such analysis and use of formative assessment resources should occur in middle and early high school grades, not merely at the 11th and 12th grade levels.

14. COMMENT:  The commenter observed that State Board members are feeling a sense of urgency regarding our poor performing districts.  However, the reality is that some urban high schools are so overcrowded that schools are on split schedules and students are not getting the full array of course offerings.  The emphasis should be on improving basic skills before students get to high school. (E)
RESPONSE:
The department agrees with the commenter and notes that the High School Redesign and Secondary Reform initiative will include a focus on middle schools, which is a particular area of concern for many of our urban districts.





PUBLIC TESTIMONY, FEBRUARY 20, 2008

15. COMMENT:  The commenter gave testimony supporting the SRA resolution. The commenter also urged that teachers be given flexibility in the selection of Performance Assessment Tasks (PAT)  and  be involved in their scoring. (1)
RESPONSE:  The department thanks the commenter and agrees that teachers should be included  in making further decisions about administrative guidelines for the enhanced SRA.

16. COMMENT:  The commenter gave testimony supporting the SRA resolution.  However, the commenter suggested that the idea of regional scoring centers would make the SRA more stringent and stressful since the success of the SRA process is that students take it when they are ready. (2)
RESPONSE:  The department recognizes that its proposal for supervised regional scoring centers staffed by New Jersey teachers will help assure the credibility of the SRA scores, while still preserving the role of teachers as the primary scorers of the SRA tasks. 

17. COMMENT:
The commenter gave testimony opposing approval of the SRA resolution. (3)
RESPONSE:
The department believes that its proposal represents a good faith attempt to restore the validity of the SRA, while ensuring that students have a “second chance” vehicle for demonstrating proficiency on the state’s Core Curriculum Content Standards (CCCS)..  

18. COMMENT:  The commenter gave testimony opposing the SRA resolution.  The commenter noted that, despite her own successful performance on the HSPA, she had encountered difficulties in satisfying graduation requirements when she moved from one district to another.  (4)
RESPONSE:
The department notes that graduation requirements may vary among districts, and that success on the HSPA or SRA does not in itself lead to the awarding of a diploma.  A student must satisfy local district credit and attendance policies.
19. COMMENT:
The commenter gave testimony supporting approval of the SRA resolution.  The commenter also suggests that the department might consider further tightening of the eligibility requirements for students to take an alternate assessment. (5)

RESPONSE:  The department expects to consult field educators and other stakeholders in developing the detailed eligibility and administrative guidelines for the enhanced SRA.

20. COMMENT:  The commenter submitted testimony favoring approval of the SRA resolution.  The commenter recommends that the department include a research agenda that would capture the number of participants, the number of participants that do not complete the SRA, the eventual outcome of those that do not, the courses completed, and postsecondary outcomes. (6)

RESPONSE:  The department agrees, as its own discussion paper notes, that any enhanced alternate high school assessment program must include a robust data collection and analysis component.  

21. COMMENT: The commenter presented the research paper of Dr. Michelle Fine in her absence.  The commenter has previously stated his support for the SRA Resolution. (7)
RESPONSE:  The department thanks the commenter for the research paper, which it has found to be very informative. 

22. COMMENT:
The commenters submitted testimony supporting approval of the SRA resolution.  The commenters stated the SRA presents a window of opportunity for English Language Learners because it assists them in obtaining a high school diploma and going on to college. (8, 9, 13)
RESPONSE:  The department believes that an alternate high school assessment instrument is especially important to ensure fairness to English Language Learners.  

23. COMMENT:
 The commenter submitted testimony supporting approval of the SRA resolution.  The commenter also suggests that the department consider measures to reduce the number of students taking an alternate assessment. (10)
RESPONSE:  The goal of the department’s SRA proposal is to ensure the integrity of New Jersey high school diplomas by restoring the equivalency of the HSPA and the SRA.  Districts must be encouraged to improve programs and to reduce their dependency on the SRA.

24. COMMENT:
  The commenter gave testimony opposing the SRA resolution.  The commenter believes that the retention of the SRA or an SRA-like instrument devalues the meaning of a high school diploma, misleads citizens about graduation rates and perpetuates lower achievement standards. (11)
RESPONSE:  The department thanks the commenter.  The department believes that its proposal will restore the validity of the SRA, while ensuring that students have a “second chance” vehicle for demonstrating proficiency on the state’s CCCS.   The goal of the department’s SRA proposal is to balance the state’s commitment to the CCCS while ensuring fairness to the individual students.  The enhanced SRA would require the student to demonstrate proficiency on the CCCS for mathematics and languages arts. under more standardized and supervised conditions than apply currently. The department acknowledges, however, that its SRA proposal must be understood as part of a larger state and district partnership for improving and sustaining student achievement. 

25. COMMENT:
 The commenter gave oral testimony opposing the SRA resolution.  The commenter believes the SRA misleads citizens about graduation rates and perpetuates lower achievement standards. (12)
RESPONSE:  As noted above, the department believes that its proposal will restore the validity of the SRA, while ensuring that students have a “second chance” vehicle for demonstrating proficiency on the state’s CCCS.   The goal of the department’s SRA proposal is to ensure the integrity of New Jersey high school diplomas by restoring the equivalency of the HSPA and the SRA. The goal of the department’s SRA proposal is to balance the state’s commitment to the CCCS while insuring fairness to individual students.

26. COMMENT:  The commenter gave testimony supporting approval of the SRA resolution.  The commenter also suggests that the department include experienced practitioners in establishing a flexible window for SRA testing and to proceed cautiously in setting hard limits on SRA use. (14)

RESPONSE:
The department believes that an alternate high school assessment mechanism is necessary to accommodate the widest range of student learners including those in comprehensive high schools, alternative programs, adult high schools and other programs.  The department intends to consult with field educators and other stakeholders in developing the administrative guidelines and practices for the enhanced SRA.

27. COMMENT:
 The commenter gave testimony supporting approval of the SRA resolution.  The commenter also noted that, as a former teacher, she believes that the SRA provides students an opportunity to earn a high school diploma, a pathway to their futures.  (15)
RESPONSE:  The goal of the department’s SRA proposal is to balance the state’s commitment to the CCCS while insuring fairness to individual students.

State Board of Education, March 19, 2008

Special Review Assessment (SRA): Additional information concerning districts with high SRA usage rates 

Prepared by Office of State Assessments

In response to the department’s proposed resolution concerning the Special Review Assessment (SRA), the State Board has requested additional information about districts in which a high proportion of graduating seniors use the SRA to satisfy, in whole or in part, their high school graduation test requirement.  State Board members also asked for information about any correlation between the SRA and dropout rates.

This document responds to those requests.

Attached to this summary is an Excel chart listing high schools in which 25% or more graduating seniors used the SRA in 2007 to meet their HSPA requirement.  High schools attaining a 50% or greater SRA rate in 2007 are listed in bold type.  

The chart shows corresponding percentages for 2005 and 2006, as well the numbers of 12th graders each year, the dropout rates for these schools for these years, and whether the schools are in “Abbott” districts; finally, the AYP and QSAC status (if any) of each school is shown as well.  

Note: The district SRA usage and dropout rate data are drawn from the 2007 New Jersey School Report Card, which uses for these categories data supplied by local districts;  in some cases, this self-reported data appears flawed, partial, or is missing altogether.  For the most part, however, the information is robust enough to provide useful additional context for consideration of the department’s current proposal for retaining and enhancing an alternate mechanism for satisfying the state high school graduation test requirement. 

The following observations may be noted:

· The state average for SRA usage in 2007 was 11.8%;
· There are 24 school districts and 53 high schools on this list, with 12 of the state’s 21 counties represented;

· Eight of the nine secondary charter schools appear on this list;

· High schools that have high SRA usage rates generally have higher dropout rates;

· Abbott district high schools generally have high SRA usage rates and higher dropout rates; thirteen Abbott and eleven non-Abbott districts are represented on this list;
· Most of the schools represented here have an AYP status of School in Need of Improvement (SINI), and/or the district status is District in Need of Improvement (DINI); only 7 of the listed schools/districts have never been designated for AYP as SINI, and/or DINI;

· Twelve of the thirteen school districts in their third year of DINI are on this list;

· All the districts included in Phase 1 of the Implementation of NJQSAC are listed except for Salem City;

· While the number of students statewide who used the SRA to graduate in 2007 dropped to 11,747 from 13,288 in 2006 and from a high of 15,669 in 2005, high schools on the attached list – that is, heavy users of the SRA – did not generally experience a reduction in their SRA rates.  Newark is the most notable exception: four of the seven Newark high schools on this list show a reduction in their SRA rates; however, the West Side High School’s SRA rate climbed from 48.9% in 2006 to 74.4% in 2007;
· Of the 374 secondary schools that administered the HSPA in 2006-2007, 317 had students who graduated through the SRA process during the 2006-2007 school year;  of the 317 high schools involved in the SRA process, 53 of these high schools had 25% or more of their students graduate via SRA in the 2006-2007 school year, and twelve of the 53 high schools had more than 50% of their students graduate via the SRA.

As noted in the Standards and Expectations discussion paper (page 8), current research does not suggest that there is a definitive causal relationship between high school graduation tests and dropout rates.  Summarizing a study of the relationship between the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment of Skills (MCAS) and dropout rates in that state, the Center on Education Policy’s 2006 report, State High School Exit Exams: A Challenging Year, states as follows: “It appears that MCAS is a factor in the Massachusetts dropout rate, but not a major one. Local officials see it as a hurdle, but it pales in comparison to other dropout factors such as attendance, family, and work pressures” (page 66).   


The implications of this study for New Jersey’s SRA policy are not clear:  the CEP analysis would suggest that the HSPA is not a major motivation for student dropouts; however, as an alternate mechanism for satisfying the state graduation test requirement, the SRA serves a more concentrated population of students at risk of not graduating.  There is certainly anecdotal evidence that many districts fear that elimination of the SRA would increase dropout rates.  The department’s proposal for an enhanced SRA-like mechanism rests primarily on the argument that it is sound policy and sound measurement practice to rely on multiple measures to certify graduation decisions.

A State Board member requested an expanded version of a slide from the PowerPoint presentation 2007 New Jersey Statewide Assessment Results: Highlights and Trends, which had been presented earlier in the meeting.  Specifically, the board member requested that the Excel graph on slide #16 of that presentation be modified to represent Abbott district math performance in relation to total statewide math performance, for all students and for subgroups.  That revised graph is appended here. 


Finally, this report appends two documents summarizing the performance of grade 12 students on the October 2007 HSPA administration.  This is a retest administration only, for students who had previously failed to demonstrate proficiency on one or both content areas of the HSPA.  Thus, the students who fail the October 2007 retest administration constitute the core SRA student population for the 2007-2008 school year, although these students have an additional opportunity with the March 2008 HSPA administration.  As these October 2007 summaries show, out of 19,418 valid scale scores in mathematics, 12,284 (63.3%) were partially proficient, while 4994 (48.1%)  out of 10,386 valid scale scores in language arts literacy were partially proficient. Almost twice as many students must retake the HSPA in math as in LAL, and more than twice as many fail the October retest in math as in LAL.   This suggests that the SRA “problem,” is a math education problem in particular, and that an enhanced SRA-like alternate assessment program must take that fact into account.
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