
Student Assessment of Growth and Excellence (SAGE) is Utah’s comprehensive new 
assessment system, which was first used in spring 2014. SAGE tests are based on the Utah 
Core Standards (UCS), including those for English language arts and mathematics that are the 
focus of this guide. The UCS were adopted in the 2012-13 school year. 

The Utah SAGE assessments gauge how well students are mastering the UCS—and ultimately 
how ready they are for the next grade and for college and careers after graduation.

 PARENTS’ GUIDE TO NEW 
ASSESSMENTS IN UTAH

WHY NEW ASSESSMENTS?

Teachers and principals talk a lot about 
assessments, which are used to measure students’ 
academic achievement. This document highlights 
the end-of-year summative assessments, which 
judge (1) student progress toward mastering 
state standards, and (2) program and school 
effectiveness. For other assessments used, see box 
at right.

New summative assessments will address 
longstanding concerns that parents, educators 
and employers have had about current state 
assessments—namely that they measure ability 
to memorize facts, rather than the skills to think 
critically and apply knowledge. 

THIS GUIDE CONTAINS:

■ Overview of new assessments which measure 
student proficiency against more rigorous 
standards

■ Overview of accountability for students, 
teachers and schools

■ Additional resources for parents 

Types of assessments

Classroom-based: Individual tests given by teachers 
as needed throughout the year to assess knowledge 
and skills in specific areas 

Interim: The same test repeated at set intervals to 
measure student growth over time

Summative: End-of-year assessments administered 
by the state to measure student performance 
against a common set of standards
This document addresses summative assessments.



The new assessments for English language arts (ELA) and mathematics will enable 
educators to deepen their understanding of student progress from grade to grade—
and, just as importantly, identify any gaps in progress so they can address them well 
before students enter college or the workforce.

In addition, SAGE tests are computer-adaptive, which means that every time a student 
answers a question, the response helps determine the next question the student must 
answer. This means that students who are struggling will get easier questions as they 
work through the test and students doing well will get harder questions.

ELA assessments demonstrate:

 ■ Whether students can read and comprehend texts of varying complexities.

 ■ How well students can integrate information across sources to make a persuasive 
argument.

 ■ The degree to which students can use context to determine the meaning of academic 
vocabulary.

What is different about the new assessments?

Math assessments demonstrate:

 ■ Whether students understand and can use important math ideas, including 
number sense, algebraic thinking, geometry and data analysis.

 ■ The extent to which students can use math facts and reasoning skills to solve 
real-world problems.

 ■ How well students can make math arguments.



 ■ The assessments allow students to show their work and explain their reasoning so 
teachers can better understand what they know, and where there are gaps in learning 
that need to be addressed.

 ■ Rather than focusing on what a child has memorized through multiple-choice questions, 
the new tests ask students to apply skills like thinking, reasoning and justifying 
answers—showing what they know and can do.

 ■ The tests do not lend themselves to “teaching to the test.” Since they focus on applying 
skills, it is the daily practice of these skills in the classroom that will serve as the best 
preparation for the tests.

 ■ Utah uses computer-based assessments, which are more efficient, innovative and 
engaging, and enable insight into student progress at multiple points. 

 ■ The new assessments are designed to provide accurate measures of achievement and 
growth for all students, including those with disabilities and English language learners. 

 ■ Text-to-speech, which involves a computer voice reading the test questions, is available 
if needed.
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Benefits of new 
assessments:  

College and career readiness defined:

The level of preparation a student needs to enroll and succeed—without remediation—in a 
credit-bearing course at a postsecondary institution that offers a baccalaureate degree, or in a 
high-quality certificate program that enables students to enter a career pathway with potential 
future advancement.



The following questions are representative of those found on the new assessments. 

Sample Questions by Grade Level

EXAMPLE OF A FOURTH-GRADE MATH QUESTION
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A bakery uses 48 points of flour each day.  It orders flour every 28 days.
Create an equation that shows how many pounds of flower the bakery needs to order every 28 days.

EXAMPLE OF AN EIGHTH-GRADE ELA QUESTION

Students are asked to read four passages that explore the role of accidents in inventions, discoveries or new ideas. 

It’s no secret that sometimes great discoveries come as a result of really big mistakes.  But are they always worth the 
problems they cause?  Sometimes the mistakes lead to greatness, and sometimes they lead to disaster.  Are mistakes 
key to making discoveries?

Write an essay for your science class web site arguing whether or not mistakes are a key part of discovery.  Your 
essay must be based on ideas, concepts and information from the “Goofs and Great Inventions” passage set.

Manage your time carefully so you can:

Plan your essay;

Write your essay; and

Revise and edit your essay

Do not over rely on one source. Type your answer in the space provided.

Be sure to:

Include a claim

Address a counterclaim

Use evidence from multiple sources

EXAMPLE OF A HIGH-SCHOOL MATH QUESTION

X
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The product of two numbers is 323 and the difference between them is 2. What are the two numbers? Enter each 
number on a separate line.



SAGE tests are designed to measure the new, more rigorous expectations of the 
current state standards and will continue to be revised as new standards are 
developed. Because the tests measure complex skills, which are different from 
previous state tests, scores on SAGE tests will look lower. But students aren’t doing 
worse—it’s just that the bar is higher.

As students and teachers gain the skills and knowledge needed to meet the new 
higher standards, performance will also improve. In other states where more 
rigorous tests have been implemented, students improved their performance after 
the first year.
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What Parents Can Expect

How should parents interpret score reports? 

Each student receives an individual student score report for each SAGE assessment test. SAGE 
results are reported with a scaled score and a proficiency level for each test. 

The scaled score represents a student’s performance on a particular test and is reported as a 
number from 100 to 900 for each test. These scaled scores allow the scores to be interpreted 
consistently from year to year. 

Proficiency levels indicate a student’s progress towards College and Career Readiness (CCR) for a 
content area within the Utah Core Standards. While scaled scores indicate what an individual knows 
and is able to do, proficiency levels interpret that score into four categories: 

In addition, the score report includes average scale scores to provide a comparison of the student’s 
performance to the average state-, district- and school-level scale scores. The percentage of 
students that have reached a level of proficient or higher is also reported.

For more information on how to interpret and understand these reports, visit:  
sageportal.org/wp-content/uploads/UT-ORS-Guide-2015-2016.pdf. 

Schools and teachers will also help parents understand what these scores mean. 

 ■ Highly Proficient

 ■ Proficient

 ■ Approaching Proficient

 ■ Below Proficient

http://sageportal.org/wp-content/uploads/UT-ORS-Guide-2015-2016.pdf
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How will schools support students during the transition?

Schools have created a variety of models to assist students who are struggling with the standards. 
Remediation and summer courses, in-class adjustments based on ongoing in-class assessment results 
and pull-out tutoring are just a few support strategies. Parents should collaborate with teachers and 
administrators to develop a plan as needed.

SAGE training tests are provided online to familiarize students, teachers, and parents with all aspects of 
the SAGE tests. 

Many resources are available online for parents so they can help 
support their children’s learning. This is especially important if 
students are not yet proficient on all of the SAGE assessments 
or need additional academic support. For more information, visit: 
schools.utah.gov/assessment/sage/parentbrochure.aspx 
or sageportal.org

How are schools, students, and 
teachers held accountable?

Utah adopted a new accountability plan in 2012. Scores on the 
SAGE assessments are one of several factors used in the evaluation 
of schools, teachers and students. 

 ■ Utah schools can use assessment data to improve schools, inform instructional decisions and 
implement strategies to improve students’ performance and learning. They can also compare results 
with other states and districts.

 ■ Students and their families can work together to develop a plan to improve proficiency on the tests.

 ■ Teachers can use the SAGE scores to better instruct students since they give a more complete and 
accurate picture of students’ readiness for college and careers.

TAKE ACTION: Parents 
can work with school 
or district curriculum 
directors to learn about 
the new curriculum 
and understand how to 
support their children 
to minimize any dips in 
assessment scores.

http://www.schools.utah.gov/assessment/sage/parentbrochure.aspx
http://sageportal.org


Parents are their child’s best advocates. As a parent and your child’s first teacher, 
you should be informed of the assessment and accountability system that is in 
place in your child’s school. Parents and families must be at the table with school 
leaders and school districts to ensure that testing is implemented well and with 
enough resources to ensure success.   
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Also, be sure to speak with your local school administrators! Ask them to host a parent night in the spring 
to explain the tests, and in the fall to explain test results.

Below is the list of policies and practices that National PTA supports. Check with the Utah State Office of 
Education to determine if their policies and practices are closely aligned with those of the PTA.

 ■ How many assessments will my child take this school year, and where can I access/view the 
assessment calendar? 

 ■ What will happen if my child does not meet proficiency on the new assessments?

 ■ How will the results of tests be used to support my child’s learning? 

 ■ What can I do, as a parent, to help my child do his or her best? 

 ■ How will school evaluations be affected based on results of the new assessments?

 ■ National PTA believes that valid assessment does not consist of only a single test score, and that at no 
time should a single test be considered the sole determinant of a student’s academic or work future.

 ■ National PTA supports nationally agreed-upon voluntary standards if they are derived by consensus at 
the state and local levels. Parents must be involved in this process.

 ■ National PTA believes that assessments provide valuable information to parents, teachers and school 
leaders about the growth and achievement of their students. Furthermore, having annual data on 
the performance of students can help inform teaching and learning, as well as identify achievement 
gaps among groups of students within a school and among school districts. National PTA believes 
assessments are essential to ensure that all students receive a high-quality education. 

Take Action

The Utah State Office of Education should include parents and teachers in thoughtful conversations 
based on trust, collaboration and respect. For additional details about the state’s assessment and 
accountability plan, please call the Utah Office of Education at (801) 538-7500. Here are some questions 
you might want to ask:



Preparing and Supporting Your Child

 ■ Review the testing calendar and work with your child’s school to ensure there will be 
regular and clear communications from the school on the assessments, the results and how 
they are used. 

 ■ Discuss the new tests with your child. Make sure he or she feels comfortable and 
understands the importance of taking tests.   

 ■ Make sure your child has a comfortable place for studying and is prepared mentally and 
physically for a test.

 ■ With older children, explain that the new assessments were created to make sure they are 
on track to succeed after graduation and to identify any issues early enough to give them 
more support. 

 ■ Explain to your child that the tests will initially be more challenging. Tell your child you have 
high expectations and that you and the teachers are there to help every step of the way. 

 ■ Review test results with your child and his or her teacher. 

Staying informed and involved: 

 ■ Become familiar with Utah’s Core Standards, visit: schools.utah.gov/core/Resources/Parents.aspx

 ■ Learn more about the SAGE assessment system, visit: schools.utah.gov/sage 

 ■ Read all comments written by the teacher on classroom lessons and tests. Ask teachers to 
explain anything that is unclear, and discuss how you can best work together to address areas of 
improvement for your child. 

 ■ Monitor your child’s progress and regularly communicate with your child’s teachers. If your child 
needs extra help or wants to learn more about a subject, work with his or her teacher to identify 
opportunities for tutoring, after-school clubs or other resources.

 ■ Tests are not perfect measures of what a child can do—there are many other factors that might 
influence a test score. For example, a child can be affected by the way he or she is feeling on test 
day, or the particular classroom setting. 

 ■ Meet with your child’s teacher as often as possible to discuss his or her progress. Ask for activities 
to do at home to help prepare for tests and improve your child’s proficiency. 

Additional Resources 

 ■ Visit the Utah State Office of Education website: schools.utah.gov
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 or sageportal.org
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