EDUCATION WEEK APRIL 23, 2014
Common Core > www.edweek.org/go/core-in-action

EDUCATION WEEK APRIL 23, 2014
Common Core > www.edweek.org/go/core-in-action

n

n

S5

S4

TESTING THE TESTS

Sizing Up a Four-Year Experiment
Common core penetrates K-12 system, but big challenges remain

T

he Common Core State Standards have been reshaping the
American education landscape
for four years, leaving their
mark on curriculum and instruction, professional development, teacher evaluation, the
business of publishing, and the
way tests are designed.
Even as those touchpoints of
schooling shift with the new standards, another key
milestone hovers. A year from now, all but a handful
of states will do something they’ve never done before—give exams based on one shared set of standards. In fact, more than three dozen of those states
will use two shared sets of assessments, too.
It’s an unprecedented level of change
in a K-12 system that
has long prized its
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ability to make curriculum and testing
decisions at the state
and local levels.

As Education Week explores in this special report, however, the initial vision for the standards—
and for aligned assessments—is now bumping up
against reality on the ground in states, school districts, and local communities.
For one, a perceived attack on local decisionmaking
has sparked a backlash in a number of states and at
opposite points in the political spectrum. Questions
about the role of the federal government in incentivizing states to adopt the standards, and in funding
the design of the tests, have led to a spate of bills in
state legislatures calling for the slowdown or abandonment of common-core implementation, or withdrawal from the state assessment consortia designing
aligned tests.
Although none of the bills that would pull states
out of the common core so far has garnered enough
support to become law—with the notable exception of
one in Indiana—a half-dozen states in recent months
have pulled out of the coalitions developing common
tests: the Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium
and the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for
College and Careers, or parcc.

CLAIMS OF ALIGNMENT
While conservatives have long been troubled by the
U.S. Department of Education’s role in the standards
adoption and test development, a wave of opposition on
the left has arisen more recently. Both national teachers’ unions blasted what they perceived as the rushed
implementation of curriculum and teacher-evaluation
programs linked to the common core, and parents
and other activists have seized on the fast timetable
for new curricula and tests to express their opposition
to the overuse of high-stakes standardized testing in
general, pulling their children out of common-core field
tests by the thousands.
It’s also clear that the standards are having a big influence on state and local spending, though not always
in ways that are easy to break down in K-12 budgets.
For instance, many states and districts are moving
forward with plans to spend a lot of money on curricula,
assessments, professional development, and other products and services that they say will help them meet the
demands of the common-core standards and tests.
But as this special report points out, it’s not clear how

much of that spending is a direct result of those standards and tests, and how much would have occurred in
the natural cycle of schools updating pillars of teaching
and learning.
The fear of not being device-ready for the 2015 common assessments, however, does appear to be fueling
some large-scale hardware purchases. And commercial and open-source vendors are churning out products
they claim are “aligned” with the new standards.
That outpouring has overwhelmed districts as
they try to sort the wheat from the chaff among all
the new—or in some cases perhaps, only minimally
tweaked—curricular offerings. The experiences of local
education systems in Long Beach, Calif., and Orange
County, Fla., offer two distinct pathways to building
common-core curriculum. Orange County found a set of
materials from a commercial publisher that it believes
meets its needs, while Long Beach, disillusioned with
publishers’ offerings and on a tight budget, decided to
write its own.
The two state consortia designing new tests for the
standards—with the help of $360 million in federal
aid—have sought to fundamentally reshape the way

PARCC

The two state consortia that are designing tests for the Common Core State Standards began
field-testing their assessments in March 2014.

FIELD-TESTING WINDOWS

March 24 - April 11

March 25 - June 6

for performance-task component

May 5 - June 6

for end-of-year component
PROJECTED TESTING TIME FOR MOST STUDENTS

3 hours or less (the operational test, in
2015, will be 8 to 10 hours)

3 to 4½ hours (the operational test, in
2015, will be 7 to 8½ hours)

NUMBER OF SCHOOLS PARTICIPATING
About 16,000

About 21,000

NUMBER AND GRADE LEVEL OF STUDENTS PARTICIPATING

1 million, grades 3-11 (of 10 million
students in tested grades in PARCC fieldtesting states)

TIMELINE

More than 3 million, grades 3-8 and 11 (of
8.7 million students in tested grades in SBAC
field-testing states)

ONLINE VS. PAPER VERSIONS

Spring 2015

Fall 2014

Test-building begins.
In October, research findings
from field-testing are reported.
Second round of practice tests
released. Scheduled launch of
Partnership Resource Center, an
online collection of instructional
tools and resources.

Field-testing is an important step in designing the federally
funded assessments for the common core, but other
key milestones lie ahead as the two main state consortia
complete their suites of tests and tools.

Winter 2014/2015

States administer first
operational summative
assessments. The performancebased component occurs after
about 75 percent of instruction.
The end-of-year portion occurs
in the last few weeks of the
school year.

Midyear/interim
assessments available.

September 2015

PARCC

March/April 2014

FIELD-TESTING:

March 24-April 11

Release of first round
of practice tests.

(performance-based
component) and

Fall 2015

Diagnostic
assessments
available.

Fall 2016

Colleges and universities
expected to use test results
for placement into entry-level,
credit-bearing courses.

SOURCES: Partnership
for Assessment of
Readiness for College
and Careers; Smarter
Balanced Assessment
Consortium

Fall 2014

May 5-June 6

Preliminary cut scores
are established.

(end-of-year component)

SMARTER
BALANCED

Cut scores are established.
Results from first operational
test are released by states.

Spring/Summer
2014

FIELD-TESTING:

March 25
- June 6

Preview of Digital Library
on formative-assessment
tools and practices.

Summer 2015

Winter
2014/2015

Fall 2014

Interim assessments
and Digital Library
ready for use by
states.

States receive a
subset of results
from field-testing.

Results from first
operational test
released by states.

Spring 2015

States administer first
operational summative
assessments during last 12
weeks of the school year.

Summer/Fall 2015

Cut scores for the
summative assessment
reviewed and possibly
adjusted.

Fall 2016

Colleges and universities
begin to use test results to
inform placement into entrylevel, credit-bearing courses.

