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In Ypsilanti, Michigan’s Adams Elementary School, students’ reading scores on state tests in 2001 showed that only 39.4 percent of pupils were reading proficiently. This figure showed the type of challenge that school officials and teachers faced. Adams, a school in which some 65 percent of the students come from poorer families, as defined by qualifying for Free or Reduced-cost Lunch, has many struggling readers. One year later, however, in 2002, reading scores increased dramatically:  62.1 percent of the Adams Elementary students were reading proficiently, according to state test results. In the same one-year period, reading test scores for elementary students statewide actually showed a decline in proficiency. The local story in Ypsilanti was one of improvement and some success. Why? In the view of Noni Miller, executive director of educational services of the Ypsilanti schools, the significant improvement shows the direct impact of the district’s use of online standards-based assessments that provide real-time results and that drive individual instruction plans developed for each Ypsilanti student. 

This school year is the third one that Ypsilanti schools are using Scantron’s Performance Series online math and reading assessments, which are computer-adaptive measurements administered in grades 3-12 of the district. Such adaptive tests alter the difficulty of questions based on the previous answers of a student and address the specific performance level of each student. (See Products section for more detailed description of this product.) Ypsilanti schools first started using the Performance Series as a pilot three years ago. The district also uses Scantron’s Curriculum Designer, a computerized tool to custom-design an education plan aligned to district, state, and national standards, and Skills Connection, a test development tool, says Miller.

Ypsilanti Public Schools serves a small city and two surrounding townships in eastern Washtenaw County, Michigan, and has a total enrollment of 4,650 students. Fifty-six percent are minority students and 53 percent qualify for Free or Reduced-cost Lunch. The K-12 district has 12 school buildings and has 250 teachers on staff. The district decided to use the Performances Series computer-adaptive assessments as a top-down initiative, from the district and building levels, because too many students were not succeeding at state tests and were achieving far below level, Miller explains. The district has excellent teachers and suitable materials, she says, but officials sought a new type of assessment to help address the problem of underachievement on state tests and to drive instruction in a way that the district could be sure that it was “teaching what it was testing, and testing what it was teaching,” as she notes. 

Students in grades 3-12 take Scantron’s computer-adaptive math and reading assessments in the fall and spring. By administering in both fall and spring, the district approximates the “seed time” for learning that students have in the classroom during the year, says Miller. The assessments take 32 minutes of classroom time to finish. Once the tests are completed, the test results are available online to teachers and administrators immediately. The assessments’ detailed reports show which skills and objectives students have mastered and which areas they are weak on, and they indicate the next objectives for each student to complete.

With the adaptive tests, a fourth grader will log on as a fourth grader and begin answering items. Depending on whether a student succeeds in answering an item correctly, the test subsequently and continually adjusts the items administered in the assessment and locates that student at the appropriate level, for example, going down to 3.9 or 3.8, or up to 4.3 or 4.4. When students take a standard test that does not adapt in this way, Miller notes, they may only correctly answer 25 percent of items on a fourth-grade assessment, and simply conclude, “I’m dumb.” A computer-adaptive test that adjusts for each child allows a student to locate him or herself at the exact level where he or she is comfortable, as Miller explains it.  

Based on the assessment results for each student, Ypsilanti teachers and administrators then develop an “individualized plan for success,” according to Miller. The individual plan dictates the teaching strategy, remedial steps, materials, and curriculum emphasis that will be used to address each student’s weakness on skills relative to state standards. Such plans incorporate different approaches, with after-school tutoring planned for some students, in-school tutoring for others, etc. 

With its mission of making every student successful, the district has the ultimate goal of creating and maintaining an individualized learning plan for each student. “We expect all of our buildings to do this,” Miller says. Using the online assessments and the other tools the district has purchased, the district is phasing in this plan. The first focus is on children who are most at-risk to have individualized learning plans.

The planning and execution of the online assessments is a system-wide initiative, continually driven from the top down. The central administration developed a common vision of how to use the Performance assessments to inform the instruction, so that parents, teachers, administrators, and the school board all understood the plan and how it is being carried out. This work is facilitated primarily through the district School Improvement Team and the Improvement Teams for each individual school building. The improvement teams are composed of the building principal, teachers, parents, and community members. Using the Performance Series assessment results, the teams focus on “big-picture” questions such as how should the results influence curriculum adoption; has the district addressed students’ competencies with changes in teaching strategies; on which exact curriculum areas are students performing poorly. 

The district has developed a district-wide calendar that lays down a specific timetable of assessments for all district schools; this allows administrators to monitor whether all classrooms are keeping up with administering the assessments. As stated, the online assessments are given in fall and spring. During winter, many students take the official state tests (the Michigan Educational Assessment Program tests), and those who don’t will do the Performance assessment at that time, too.

As the head of educational services, Miller is not only what she calls the “sexy cheerleader” for the entire online assessment program, but also helps spearhead and oversee its implementation. This means everything from making sure that people are on their calendars and getting the assessments completed, to identifying key skills and areas in which students are performing weakly relative to state standards. For example, Miller will examine school-level results and find that a certain segment of students are performing poorly on a particular skill, such as learning fractions, and work with building principals to find out exactly how that area is being addressed with those students. The assessments make for a much tighter accountability.

In Ypsilanti, teachers are the ones who develop the individualized learning plans, under the aegis of the building principals, who are ultimately responsible for the progress of all students. Teachers and administrators can disaggregate the Performance test results data by such categories as gender; ethnic origin; socioeconomic level; children who are Limited English Proficiency; Children who are From Limited English Proficiency backgrounds; special education, etc.

The assessment results force principals to look more critically at the strengths and weaknesses of their teachers relative to achievement on state standards and benchmarks, according to Miller, and to get teachers the professional development needed to address such weaknesses. On an as-needed basis, principals meet with their teachers on to make sure they follow up with their educational plans based on assessment results. These are some of the ways that the assessment program is driven through the entire organization.

Are the assessments causing any different emphasis on curriculum? Miller says that teachers and administrators are using the assessment results to identify, district-wide, particular skills that students are not mastering relative to state standards. One example is fractions. Using the assessment results, administrators and teachers are examining the teaching strategies and materials being used to teach fractions and changing the instruction in order to emphasize mastery of the skill, to evaluate whether age-appropriate instruction is occurring, and to make sure that students have a strong conceptual foundation to learn fractions. That is just one example of a targeted skill or curricular area being modified district-wide based on assessment results.

Miller explains that there are two other especially important ways that teachers and administrators find the computer-adaptive diagnostic tool helpful. Teachers find the results extremely useful in shaping their parent-teacher conferences. The assessment provides very fine reports on students’ mastery and weaknesses, relative to standards and benchmarks, and teachers can thus discuss with parents the test results and their importance in a more meaningful way. “It is a different way to approach a parent than just saying, ‘Susie can’t do math.’ Instead, a teacher can say, ‘Susie is very good at adding numbers, and these are the next two objectives that we will focus on,’ “ Miller says. “It’s a whole different slant on the partnership with parents.” For every student, but especially for those who are struggling, it is geared more toward mastery and success than simply a focus on failure in the state assessments.

When a parent-teacher conference takes place currently, teachers are more able than in the past to focus positively and effectively on the exact math and reading skills that each student has mastered and the ones in which he or she remains weak, relative to state standards and benchmarks. Teachers then discuss with parents exactly how the school plans to give students the instruction needed in order to master skills.  

Using the assessment results, teachers in Ypsilanti group students who need support in order to address various skills. “It truly allows the teachers to focus instruction, and it serves as a quasi pre-test (to state assessments),” Miller says, adding, “If you are going to take time to assess students, then you’ve got to take the time to modify and extend the instruction.”

Ypsilanti has found plusses about the electronic, Internet delivery of the tests, according to Miller. The electronic assessments are much more user-friendly than paper-and-pencil tests, according to Miller. “Students enjoy the electronic version. Remember, this is the Play Station 2 generation,” she says. “They are much more attuned to receiving information on the Web.” Teachers have needed very little training on how to access the data, and the online product allows principals to slice and dice data in multiple ways. Also, the district gets immediate, accurate feedback; as soon as the student logs off, teachers can access test results data. Usually, with the standard paper-and-pencil assessments, it would take six weeks for the district to get results, and by then, teachers and students have traveled on to other subjects and areas. By that time, a student “doesn’t feel any connection to what they were tested on,” Miller says.

How is Ypsilanti gauging whether the Performance Series assessments are a reliable predictor of success on key high-stakes tests for Ypsilanti students? Miller says that the district has done a regression analysis between the Performance Series results and the Michigan’s statewide MEAP assessment, for fourth-grade reading. The district found a high correlation between the Performance Series test results and how children performed on the fourth-grade MEAP. 

Despite her optimism about the district’s online computer-adaptive testing program, Miller acknowledges that full acceptance by district teachers will take time. As she notes, teachers are not eager to devote 32 minutes of their instructional time to another assessment, but once they see how these assessments can be used and that the time required is minimal for the benefit they get out of it, their acceptance levels rise: “Everything takes time in professional development until they understand how this can affect their teaching.”

Students in Ypsilanti Schools were taking state tests recently. District administrators and teachers will have the test results in April, and Miller says that will be an excellent opportunity to further weigh whether the online computer-adaptive testing program is having a positive impact and helping to bolster student achievement.      

