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The State of Online Assessments for High-Stakes Testing

NOTE: This issue addresses high-stakes diagnostic and prescriptive tests – those tests that directly relate to year-end state standards testing. Low-stakes tests, or those related to textbook-based curriculum, will be addressed in a future issue of Super Tech News.

In our February issue, we look at Web-delivered assessment products for high-stakes testing. The convergence of No Child Left Behind’s rigorous accountability demands and powerful technology have driven the development of ambitious assessment products that pinpoint student performance, deliver test data instantaneously, and inform instruction for every student. There is a Gold Rush on toward helping students with these high-stakes tests and supporting districts in meeting NCLB mandates, through online assessments.   These products may all seem equal in quality and thoroughness, but they are not. The assessment products are very early on, and they differ with regard to thoroughness, reliability, and alignment with your state standards and tests.

Some of the assessment products out there have evolved from old print tests used for test prep and are pretenders, not solid, well-tested assessments to rapidly and accurately assess, with meaningful data, a student’s achievement relative to state standards and skills. Some of the newest and most evolved are, however, diagnostic tools. They are reliably predictive, and they can tell you in-depth where each student is weak and strong relative to standards – and will drive instruction by showing how teachers and administrators can produce personalized learning plans for each student. These are not day-to-day tests that check whether students are learning what is in the textbooks, but rather the makers of the tests intend that they be linked to state high-stakes tests and the NCLB.

Among the other key developments, companies are perfecting computer-adaptive online assessments aligned to state standards that adjust as each student takes a test, altering the level of difficulty based on each answer. Adaptive tests are those that address the specific performance level of each student. Those who are promoting adaptive tests say, for one, that conventional tests fail to stack up when it comes to testing low and high achievers. These diagnostic assessments help prepare you for the end of the year and manage your instruction throughout the year. 

These products are definitely worthy of consideration, but you need to be careful in your selections. While many of the products sound alike, there are distinct variations in technology delivery, product quality, test reliability and validity, and vendor service and support. Following is a description of the factors to be considered in purchasing online assessments geared to high-stakes testing.

Technology 

How does the assessment product fit with your district’s technology infrastructure? Do you have sufficient workstations and the other system needs for multiple administrations of assessments and among a number of classrooms? Are there definite advantages that online administration provides to your district? Do you want to host the data on your server, or do you want to outsource hosting services to the company from whom you purchase the assessments? How much support does the company provide in the beginning as you develop the technology infrastructure? Is the product easy to use? It is critically important to know whether the assessment will meet your district where the technology is, and give you enough flexibility to meet your district’s testing needs. 

Quality

There is little worse than giving an assessment using poor quality items or items that do not truly align with your state standards.  In the rush to get into the market, products are out there with claims that they totally align with standards. But how thoroughly do they? Companies now have databanks with thousands of items, yet item quality is an issue. Take time to find out how educators and other professionals are involved in the entire process of creating, reviewing, testing, and revising assessments. Many companies will say that educators are involved, but what does this really mean? What are the backgrounds and educational credentials of those involved in assessment creation? Take the time to find out whether teachers are involved and how; whether there is an advisory panel for the assessments; whether the items go through a well-established, thorough item and bias review. 

Reliability and Validity

How do the companies whom you are considering talk about and ensure the reliability of their assessments? This is extremely important, given today’s realities of high-stakes tests and NCLB. 

· How reliable is the assessment? An effective assessment instrument gives a consistent and trustworthy measurement of what students know. To what degree does the assessment provide a consistent measure? 

· How does the company ensure the validity of its assessment products?

· Are the results replicable? If you administered a test item three times in a row, are you likely to get the same result?

· How does the company do calibration for its measurements? 

Training, Service, and Support

The companies developing online assessments offer a vast range of service and support. Be sure to pay a lot of attention, because this could shape how successful your district will be and whether you improve academic performance with their assessment tools. Key among the support is face-to-face workshops that show how to interpret data. Other companies provide help in creating action plans arising out of the assessment results, devising personalized learning plans, and working with parents. Some companies incorporate such training in their products, while others charge extra. 

Now let’s examine some of the specific online assessment products in the Products section. 

