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Development of College Readiness Indices for Smarter Balanced Assessments 
Lead State, California Award Amount: $2,690,672 
Abstract 

Over the last several years, great strides have been made across many States in the implementation of rigorous 
career and college ready standards and the development and/or adoption of aligned assessments. At the same 
time, many researchers, educators, employers, and policymakers contend that graduates often lack the 
knowledge, skills, and attributes (KSAs) necessary to compete and succeed in high growth fields. Critical bridges are 
needed to better connect assessment results with the world of work, to support understanding and use of 
assessment results in the area of career readiness. 

The proposed project represents a partnership between the California Department of Education (CDE) and the 
National Center for Research on Evaluation, Standards, and Student Testing (CRESST) at UCLA, with a focus on both 
directly supporting California’s current K-12 assessment initiatives and producing information, tools, and 
methodologies that will inform the work of the larger Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium. The proposed 
project will address, in various ways, Absolute Priorities 1-4 and Competitive Priorities 1-2. 

We aim to fill a critical void in K-12 assessments by providing innovative indices of the Smarter Balanced high 
school assessments that can support improved career readiness inferences. Central to the study design is CRESST’s 
feature-based functional approach to test design, item analysis, scoring, and validation, which involves detailed 
qualitative feature analysis paired with rigorous psychometric modeling analysis of existing state test item 
response data (drawing from a database of approximately six million students). The resultant new item factor 
models will allow the computation of scaled scores that carry the intended career readiness interpretations. The 
project will also gather preliminary validity evidence in support of new and improved inferences by comparing 
assessment results across groups with ranging career expertise, including 11th grade students, community college 
students, and individuals in the world of work (estimated total n = 100 for each group). 

This development of our new item factor model will also reveal possible gaps between features that are currently 
covered and the results of our analyses. This gap analysis will guide the development and preliminary usability 
testing of innovative technology-enhanced items and interactive development resources for teachers, learners, 
and other stakeholders to use in understanding assessments. Finally, we will aim to internationally benchmark the 
resulting inferences by applying the feature analysis to national assessments in other countries with more 
streamlined career and college readiness pipelines such as South Korea. Data collection sites will include data 
drawn from the 1325 high schools in the state of California. 

Additional data for validation studies will be collected from students at two California community colleges (College 
of the Canyons and San Bernardino Valley College) as well as the Surface Warfare Officers School in Newport, RI 
(representing the world of work). 



The outcomes of the proposed work will result in substantial added value of the current CDE high school 
assessments without adding testing time. Combining qualitative and quantitative approaches, the project will 
develop a coherent and scalable means of reusing the current item pool, as well as undertake development of new 
items of richer and technology-enhanced types. CDE will have available a framework for understanding the 
Smarter Balanced assessment in a new way that will inform reporting and interpretation statewide, as well as a 
new set of digital support resources and innovative item formats that will serve 10,000+ schools who in turn 
service more than six million students. The findings and resources from this project will also inform the work of the 
larger Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium, of which California is a member. 

Alternate English Language Learning Assessment (ALTELLA) Lead State 
Arizona Award Amount: $1,977,086  
Abstract 

Most English language learners (ELLs) with the most significant cognitive disabilities (SCDs) are not included in 
assessments of English language proficiency (ELP). As a result, there is little evidence of how ELLs with SCDs are 
progressing toward English mastery to ensure their success in school and on the path to college, career, and 
community readiness. This project will apply the lessons learned from the past decade of research on assessing 
ELLs and students with significant cognitive disabilities, as separate groups, to develop an English Language 
Proficiency assessment based on alternate performance standards for ELLs with SCD—the Alternate English 
Language Learning Assessment (ALTELLA). ALTELLA will be based on current ELP standards and allow ELLs with 
SCDs to demonstrate both receptive and expressive English language development. This project will establish a 
collaboration of states including Arizona (lead), Michigan, Minnesota, South Carolina, and West Virginia, to 
complete the foundational work needed for an evidence-centered design approach to the development of an 
ALTELLA. 

This project meets the following Absolute Priorities: Absolute Priority 1—Collaborations and Absolute Priority 4—
Comprehensive Academic Assessment Instruments. The ALTELLA project is a collaboration of five states, with 
Arizona as the lead state, and the National Center on Educational Outcomes. A goal is to establish a foundational 
knowledge base and the prerequisite item templates to ultimately develop an alternate English language 
proficiency assessment for ELLs with SCDs, a small,but significant population whose language development needs 
have not been fully addressed. The ALTELLA project meets Competitive Preference Priority 1—Implementing 
Internationally Benchmarked College- and Career-Ready Standards and Assessments—because one goal of the 
project is to use existing English language development standards, prioritized in relation to the learning needs of 
ELLs with SCDs. The project aims to develop innovative item templates/types that can be used with students’ 
existing assistive technology (AT) devices. The ALTELLA project meets Invitational Priority 2—Leveraging 
Technology to Support Personalized Learning and to Improve Assessment Tools—because it will gather 
information about the personalized learning and AT use of ELLs with SCDs in order to develop innovative item 
types that are compatible with students’ existing AT devices and also with students ’ standards-based IEP 
objectives. 

The key activities of this project include the following: 

1. Developing an Individual Characteristics Questionnaire (ICQ) that will be administered inparticipating  states. 
The ICQ will be used to gather key information about the characteristics ofELLs with SCDs, including the 
technology-based tools that they may use to access every day instruction. 



2. Observing classrooms that include ELLs with SCDs to learn more about instructional and assessment strategies 
for this population of students. 

3. Interviewing educators who teach ELLs with significant cognitive disabilities to learn more about the 
instructional and assessment strategies they find most successful. 

4. Conducting a consensus-building process to prioritize which of many existing ELP standards will be included in 
the assessment blueprint for item template development purposes. 

5. Developing templates for innovative items based on exiting ELP standards. The innovative items will be designed 
to be compatible with students’ AT devices, as well as with other technology tools students may use in the 
classroom. 

6. Creating a template for a Request for Proposals (RFP) that states can use at the completion of the project to 
continue the work of developing the ALTELLA. 

The project will establish a technical advisory committee made up of experts in the fields of assessment design, 
psychometrics, alternate assessments, and English language development. By the end of the project, participating 
states will have an evidence-centered design validity argument for the ALTELLA as well as item templates to use in 
the next phases of the alternate assessment development. 

Use of Learning Maps as an Organizing Structure for Formative Assessment 
Lead State, Kansas Award Amount: $5,811,934 
Abstract 

The Use of Learning Maps as an Organizing Structure for Formative Assessment project will investigate the use of 
organized learning models as the binding structure linking curriculum, instruction, and formative assessment. 
Teachers need a structure to deepen their knowledge of student learning and supporting materials to implement 
formative assessment in the service of advancing student learning. The proposed project will provide both an 
organizing structure for professional development and instructionally relevant activities and tasks to support 
effective formative assessment. The project will simultaneously focus on development of learning maps focused 
materials and implementation of these tools in our partner states. 

This project will develop learning maps with descriptions explaining the nodes and connections to help teachers 
plan instruction that is sensitive to cognitive development. For each learning map, the project will generate an 
instructional activity and teacher’s guide. The project will also produce performance tasks, rubrics, and objective 
item sets, for teachers to administer as formative assessments to generate the data they need to address 
individual learning needs. We propose these materials will provide teachers the knowledge and tools they need to 
provide effective formative assessment and advance student learning. All materials will be made available in an 
intuitive webbased platform where teachers will explore learning maps and select materials for use with their 
students. 

Using an iterative, educational design research approach, the project will include teacher participants throughout 
the project. Teachers will receive professional development and will engage in implementation and feedback loops 
to inform development. During the final year of the project, up to 400 teachers will participate, providing evidence 
of scalability. During this final year, students in partner states will participate through their state assessment 
records, which will be analyzed to gauge the impact of learning maps based formative assessment on student 
achievement. 



Project outcomes will include learning maps and formative assessment tools for elementary and middle school 
mathematics and English language arts in addition to an open source web-hosting solution for making these 
available to educators. The project’s study of learning maps based formative assessment development and 
implementation will inform the field on updated best practices for advancing student learning through formative 
assessment. The project’s Advisory Board will include experts with the needed expertise to advise project staff on 
solutions having the most positive influence on teachers and student learning. McRel will conduct external 
formative and summative evaluation. 

The number of participating teachers will increase from 50 teachers in Year 2, to 100 teachers in Year 3, and 400 
teachers in Year 4. To assess the effectiveness of learning-maps based formative assessment on student 
achievement, the project will identify matched groups of students and apply propensity score analyses using state 
assessment data from 2018 and 2019 as pre- and post-tests for students taught by participating teachers in the 
partner states. 

Development activities will take place at CETE at the University of Kansas. Implementation activities will take place 
in the classrooms of teachers in five partners states, namely, Alaska, Iowa, Kansas, Missouri, and Wisconsin. 
Training activities for years one and two will be centralized in Kansas City, MO. Training activities during year three 
will be dispersed, taking place at one location within each partner state. 

Data Informed Accessibility – Making Optimal Needs-based Decisions 
(DIAMOND) Lead State Minnesota Award Amount: $2,961,888 
Abstract 

The DIAMOND project is a collaboration of the State of Minnesota and seven additional states and the National 
Center on Educational Outcomes. The project’s goal is to improve the validity of assessment results and 
interpretations for students with documented needs by developing guidelines for making informed decisions about 
accessibility features and accommodations. It will promote a decisionmaking process that moves beyond the use 
of a checklist approach (which often results in the identifying tools and accommodations that do not provide 
access to the student), to an approach that relies on the use of classroom progress data and other measures 
charted over time to evaluate individual student needs. 

This project includes the following activities: 

1. Conducting focus groups with educators to generate instructional and assessment strategies that inform the 
decision-making processes for accessibility features and accommodations. 

2. Conducting classroom observations to highlight appropriate practices in implementing accessibility features and 
accommodations. 

3. Conducting assessment data analysis related to accessibility features and accommodations in an example state 
to showcase the process of making data informed decisions. 

4. Holding a forum with national experts to generate consensus on a set of guidelines and related comprehensive 
assessment instruments for making data-informed decisions about accessibility features and accommodations for 
students with documented needs. 

5. Producing a training module and supplemental materials to summarize and exemplify the guidelines. 



6. Piloting the professional development materials and revising them based upon pilot test results. 

All students who require accessibility and accommodations supports (general education students with 
documented accessibility needs, students with disabilities, English language learners (ELLs), ELLs with disabilities 
will be served by this project. Project sites will be located in the eight participating states: Minnesota (lead), 
Alabama, Maryland, Michigan, Ohio, West Virginia, Wisconsin, Virgin Islands. 

Dynamic Interactive Formative Assessment Tasks and End-of-Unit Tests for 
Measuring Challenging Concepts and Skills of Diverse Middle School Students 
Lead State, Michigan Award Amount: $4,341,835 
Abstract  

Michigan (lead), Wisconsin, Maryland, New Jersey, Nevada, and the Wisconsin Center for Education Research at 
the University of Wisconsin–Madison (managing partner), propose to develop an operational set of performance-
based, technology-interactive, formative assessment tasks, end-of-unit assessment modules, and related teacher 
tools aligned to the Next Generation Science Standards (NGSS) and the Framework of K–12 Science Education. 
Activate Learning Curriculum and the WIDA Consortium (in kind partners), will join the lead and supporting states 
and managing partner in this project. The project will work with districts using NGSS aligned curriculum 
Investigating and Questioning our World through Science & Technology (IQWST) to control for opportunity to 
learn. The tasks and assessments will use a multi-semiotic performance- and progression-based assessment 
methodology called ONPAR that measures challenging science knowledge and abilities of widely diverse students 
including English learners, students with learning disabilities, and mainstream students.  

The goal of the project is to improve the assessment of challenging science learning for all middle-school students. 
Six objectives address this goal: Objective 1. Produce 12 technologically interactive, technically defensible, end-of-
unit performance diagnostic assessments using 36 extended tasks (Outcomes: documentation of ECD methods to 
develop test modules and tasks within modules; successful classroom pilots with selected tasks and refinement of 
tasks, and successful field testing of modules with analyses of data). Objective 2. Produce 35–40 additional 
classroom-embedded extended performance assessment tasks designed for on-demand teacher use as they teach 
the 12 IQWST science units (Outcomes: documentation of ECDmethods to develop classroom-embedded 
interactive tasks; successful classroom tryouts and refinement of tasks; successful piloting of classroom-embedded 
tasks and data analyses; observation, and posttask surveys and interviews with teachers to investigate the 
effectiveness of the learning tasks). Objective 3. Produce individualized diagnostic student- and classroom-level 
reports generated immediately after students complete the tasks and tests (Outcome: successful development and 
programming of scoring algorithms for measuring status and processes of intended knowledge and skills). 
Objective 4. Produce and evaluate associated materials and related PD for teachers to support and inform task use, 
interpretation, and differentiated learning based on individualized results (Outcomes: development of task-specific 
teacher interpretative materials; 3-day face-toface PD institutes and PD modules; development of a community-of-
practice website with resources and chat space for participants; ongoing webexes to discuss the tasks and 
formative assessment; and surveys to evaluate the PD institute and online PD). Objective 5. Investigate the 
relationships between traditional and innovative item types that measure similar content and depth (Outcomes: 
identify ONPAR performance-and IQWST traditional-items that measure similar content; analyses of ONPAR-
IQWST item dyads by type and group). Objective 6. Investigate two types of multiple-measure aggregation 
schemes using ONPAR tasks and tests at the classroom- and state-level (Outcomes: design multiple aggregation 
weighting schemes; conduct preliminary and final analyses of weighting schemes and methods). 



Approximately 60 teachers will take part in external reviews of task and teacher materials and in bias reviews. 
Further, about 400 students and six teachers (assuming about 67 students per teacher) will take part in the three 
pilot tests, and approximately 3000 students and 60 teachers will participate in the field tests for a grand total of 
about 126 educators and 3400 students participating. Activate Learning is committed to recruiting geographically 
and demographically stratified sites for all data collections, including Chicago, Baltimore, Los Angeles, and Palm 
Beach and districts in lead and supporting states (MI, MD, NJ, NV and WI). 
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